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Abstract 
\).;( 
Wt"() 
This dissertation examines and ana1)1si£; the lives of a Chittagonian bhadralok (social 
\.J 
status group) social network. Connected by common goals in the fields of social and 
political activism, family ties, and place (Chittagong City and its district, on the Bay of 
Bengal), the group is unique in its commitment to social and political reform in the face of 
political oppression, and urban and communal violence. 
The main themes are: i) Chittagonian bhadralok dharma ( code of conduct) and how 
bhadralok manage dharma in order to control their lives - what they refer to as 'showing 
tendency'; ii) the i1nportance of 'good' reputation, i.e. how a person is 'seen' and known; 
iii) the person, and the scope for 'individualism' in management and control of 
interpersonal social relations and of relations between the household and the outer world 
and between individuals, their households, and the state; iv) 'tradition' and 'modernity' in 
contemporary bhadralok life. 
Bhadralok employ three paired di1nensions as an analytical tool: 
• Desh-bidesh- broadly, country-outside country, where the 'country' can be gram 
(village), samaj (community), or nation, and 'outside country' can be other villages, 
other communities, or other nations. 
• Ghare-baire - broadly, home-outside the home (the world). 
• Bhit6re-baire - that is broadly, inside the person- the outside of the person. 
The first two have been develo_r;:-: ~ in other ethnographies (Gardner, Kotalova, inter alia); 
the third is being developed here 1.rom field·work data: 
I 
I use theories of the. divigual and the exchange of substance-codes (Marriott, inter alia), 
\___.,,/ 
and of intra-psychic auton01ny (Ewing, inter alia), in the analysis of the role of the person 
in resolving the dilemmas of contemporary urban life. In respect of 'tradition' and 
'modernity', I draw on Du1nont, contextualizing his work into the strong counter-
arguments developed by Khare, Singer, and Chatterjee. I use recent writings by Veena 
Das, and by Dilip Para1neshwar Gaonkar and Charles Taylor, to address the issues of 
alternative modernities, multiple 'modernities' and the problem of eurocentrism in 
'western' anthropology. 
Ethnographies of Bangladeshi society have been used in conjunction with contemporary 
South Asian sociological data and analysis and field data collected during two field visits 
to Bangladesh. Bengali history is another important element in the discussion and an 
historical perspective is used to enhance understanding of contemporary bhadralok life. 
Vl 
I argue that: bhadralok are innovative, fluid and adaptive. Historically, bhadralok have 
used these essential characteristics to successfully manage the dilemmas of 'modem' life, 
and to maintain 'good' reputation. Bhadralok now appear to have reached an impasse, 
conventional strategies are no longer effective, especially when dealing with the 
contemporary world of globalization, foreign aid, and with the shifts towards increased 
Islamization within their society; new social imaginaries see1n necessary. Based on 
fieldwork data, this dissertation describes and assesses new possibilities being predicated 
by Chittagonian bhadralok. 
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Preface 
It is the awkward and unwieldy, unreliable, resistant and otherwise frustrating 
th ings that force themselves into our vision, attention and thought (Bauman 
2001: 122). 
Fieldwork and its confusions 
The dissertation has been inspired by the awkward, the unwieldy, unreliable, resistant and 
frustrating things I encountered during two fieldwork visits to urban Chittagong and other 
towns in Bangladesh, in particular by my frustration at not being able to make sense of 
those things that forced themselves into my vision, attention, and thought. Not the least 
part of 1ny difficulty was an impression my colleagues at the NGO I worked with on the 
first of those field trips, and other Chittagonians, were acting expressly to show me 
something, the import of which I was left to work out for myself. 1 
The first visit (1998-99) provided an opportunity to live, and work with a medium sized 
Non-Government.Organization (NGO) CHADEF2 whose Head Office is in Chittagong, in 
southern Bangladesh on the Bay of Bengal. At that time I began thinking about 
undertaking further research and hoped to find some pattern and explanation for what I 
• 0 
had observed and experienced. In 2001 I returned to Bangladesh to undertake more 
fieldwork. 
One result of the return visit, and the literature search conducted to support it, was the 
growing conviction that the sense 0:Jfbeing 'made to see' was one shared by the many 
foreigners ( bides ht) who had tried to make sense of Bengal. In the process I discovered 
that 'showing' people, 'making people see', something, expressly organizing action in 
order to make people see something (staging events and responses) is characteristic of 
social interactions between Bangladeshis (Kotalova.1993: Chs.2, 7; White 1992: Chs.4, 5; 
Gardner 1995 :Ch5). Anecdotal evidence suggests Chittagonian bhadralok3 are noted for 
'showing tendency' , and that is the expression they use among themselves to describe it. 
In choosing ethnography as a means of resolving my confusions I became dependent on 
others (Chittagonians and other Bangladeshis), needing them to join me in my project and 
to accept the parameters described by an academic venture. As a result, they needed to 
imagine the effects of their co-operation, and the likely final outcome - among other 
1 A Bangladeshi colleague at the Australian National University, Ashraf, comments, "this showing tendency 
might be true for not only other parts of Bangladesh but also the entire South Asian region" (E-mail 
correspondence, December 2003). 
2CHADEP is the acronym formed from the initial letters of the name (pseudonymous) of Chaptagram 
Development Project. "Chaptagram" is the local name for Chittagong. For a Job Description see Append ix 
Three. 
3 
"Bhadralok" : literally " respectable people"; the term is discussed in detail in the Chapter One. 
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outcomes this dissertation for example - in which they and their lives would become 
exposed to a world of strangers. 
Time in the project 
... mutual understanding is grounded on the interlocutors' position and expressive 
style as well as their previous experience, of similar encounters,· it has a temporal 
dimension. (Kotalova 1993: 24) 
Time has been a critical aspect of the project. Both the duration and the actual temporal 
context have been significant. In the first instance my work at CHADEP for a period of 
almost a year provided an opportunity to observe the work environment of an NGO, and 
gave people a chance to see me as a colleague who could work with them in mutuality. 
Bangladeshis told me I ·was not long enough in their country to understand. If I stayed for 
a long time then I might begin to understand. Some said, "If I had time I could convince 
you." Mowdud, a devout Muslim, set out to convert me to Islam, and said: "Stay with us 
for three weeks then I will convince you." Yet, as pointed out to me by one man, and 
borne out by experience, they are not comfortable when guests stay for longer than two or 
three days. This placed me in an interesting position because, on my second visit, I 
originally intended staying for six months, most of that time with one family. 
Good timing ... 
The seasons, so prominent in the writings ofRabindranath Tagore, and commemorative 
historic and religious festivals are important in Bangladesh. Equally important is the 
fixing of life stage cere1nonies such as marriage, using auspicious days defined. by the 
priest if you are Hindu or Buddhist, and religious calendars if you are Muslim or 
Christian. Bhadralok social life is organized around festivals, and national public holidays 
that coincide with them. 
The tiine between the elements in those ceremonies is of utmost importance: a Muslim 
must be buried within the day s/he dies, if that is at all possible, and then four days later 
there is a c01rune1norative service; others will be held on the anniversary for many 
subsequent years. Hindus and Buddhists are cremated sometimes days after death, the 
ritual purification ceremony taking place a week later. Hindu wedding ceremonies can be 
long as families wait for the officiating priest to establish the precise auspicious moment 
to continue to the next phase in a complex series of rites spread over the day and night. 
A feature of every day in a Muslitn corrununity, affecting each day of everyone's life, 
regardless of religious adherence, is the calling of prayers from a local masjid: Fajr, Zohr, 
Xlll 
Asr, and Magrib and Esha. 4 It is important for the researcher to be present during the 
festivals, to learn to regulate daily life around the prayers, and to join with families in 
celebrations. 
In all, I have been in Bangladesh for the whole of the annual cycle of festivals and seasons 
albeit not in a consecutive whole. I was there during the middle years (1998-1999) of an 
Awami League (AL) Government, and in the first few months (2001-2002) of a BNP 
(Bangladesh Nationalist Party)-four party alliance Government. I was there in 1998-1999 
during the periodic review of the community development activities of CHADEP by its 
major donor, DANIDA (Danish Government aid agency), and while CHADEP was 
negotiating important large partnership agreements with DFID (British Government aid 
agency) and the Government of Bangladesh (GOB). I was there for the birth of friends' 
babies and returned when those children were beginning pre-school. 
The timing of the second visit was planned so I could arrive at the beginning of Ramjan 
(my second experience, but the first while living with a Bangladeshi family). I celebrated 
both Eid_ ul _Fitr and Eid_ ul _ Azha with families in Chittagong. These are times when 
family relationships are re-invigorated, a time of many visits between family members, 
when family 1nembers return to natal homes, and to ancestral homes in the gram. My 
2001 visit also happened when Eid _ul _Fitr was being celebrated during the cool and dry 
winter months, a convenient time for marriage celebrations and for family vacations . 
. . . and bad timing 
I arrived for the second fieldwork visit in November 2001 just weeks after the terrorist 
attacks on New York and Washington. The whole country was in the grip of' September 
11' fervour. People talked constantly about the impact on their lives of that event, 
speculated wildly about its 'true cause', sided with Al _Qaeda and then changed sides. 
They expressed sy1npathy for the victims and families of the dead, all the while 
maintaining a position of distrust for US policies in the Middle East (where many had 
lived and worked). 
The events of' September 11' happened three weeks before the Bangladesh national 
elections. Immediately following the elections widespread communal attacks on Hindu 
and Christian c01nmunities and religious sites occurred. Forcible repression of human 
rights activists, and of organizations seen to be defiling Islam by encouraging women's 
rights and political education of rural chhotolok, also marked the change of govern1nent. 
4 See Appendix Two for notation of the times of the prayers . 
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The relatively well-ordered Chittagong I had observed in 1998-1999 became a crime-
ridden and unsafe city in the period immediately after the national elections in October 
2001. The violence escalated during the first few months of 2002. The situation 
countrywide was so bad by October 2002 that the GOB deployed the Bangladesh army in 
'Operation Cleanheart' to root out 'terrorism' .5 
On Eid_ul_Fitr in December 2001, the Khatib ofBaitul Mukarram National Mosque, 
Moulana Obaidul Huq, the national spiritual leader of Bangladeshi Muslims, "gave a 
'fatwa ' terming America and president (sic) Bush as the 'number one terrorist' in the 
world". Other Islamic leaders at local masjid in Chittagong pr~ 1niably also expressed 
~--·· 
similar anti-American senti1nents. After that day, some friends, who had previously 
appeared sympathetic, surprised me by shifting to a condemnation of the US, saying in 
effect "they deserved it . .. " 
.. 
In those troubled times, it was difficult for me as an overseas bideshf, to discern what I 
thought of as 'normal' ,patterns and to find a pathway through what seemed endless 
anxiety and negativitr~ T;he work of Serajul Islam Choudhury, which I read while I was , _ _./ 
still in Chittagong, was illuminating. He forthrightly addressed issues I had been avoiding 
- because I was unclear, or because I was embarrassed by arriving at what I thought were 
negative interpretations of bhadralok society. In fact, I had been striving too hard in a 
"quest for order", losing in the process "anything resembling disorder" (Helliwell 1996: 
130). I was in danger of creating, or trying to create, an ethnographic reality that was 
distant fro1n "indigenous reality" (ibid.). 
Some problems 
Kracke addressed the issue of what happens between researcher and the 'researched' in 
cross-cultural situations. He says: 
The person placed in another culture engages in a few genuinely communicative 
encounters in which each constructs and misconstructs the other. But the 
relationship continues over time, it is continually reconstituted, so that at each level 
the misconstructions are corrected, revised, and give way to misconstructions at a 
deeper level (1987: 64). 
5 In December 2001, The Bangladesh Observer carried an item recording the fact of 600 killings, 119 rapes 
and 50 incidents of acid throwing since 10 October 2001 (the day of the national elections). On 2April 2002, 
just a day before my departure, 336 murders, 139 cases of rape and "physical tortures of children", were 
reported in the country for the month oflviarch 2002. The article noted an increase over the reported numbers 
for February 2002, and twice as much as had been reported in previous years (2 April 2002: 1). \ \ 
6Then, in early 2002, Dhaka University Press published Serajul Islam Choudhury ' s seminal work Middle \ \ 
Class and The Social Revolution in Bengal: An Incomplete Agenda. Leila and I made a special visit to a 
bookseller at Newmarket to purchase a copy. Choudhury had only recently retired from Dhaka University 
where he was a Professor of Literature. He is widely respected in Bangladesh, but deemed by conservatives as 
an "intellectual" - not a positive description, see Chapter Three. 
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In dealing with misconstructions and revisions I discovered much about the ways in which 
Chittagonians thirik and act. In the process some of the preconceptions, theirs and mine, 
which had been hidden in the ebbing and flowing of polite discourse became evident. 
Sometimes unexpected misconstructions at a deeper level occurred. I did not expect mail 
to be intercepted and/or withheld.7 Nor did it occur to me to doubt the veracity of personal 
names at the bottom of e-mails. This was a na1ve approach to a world where people are so 
skilled in creating appearances. It led to some puzzling conversations with one woman 
when I later visited her in her home. When my friend expressed her surprise that I was not 
planning to spend three weeks living with her and her family, I was confused. In an e-mail 
reply to her invitation, sent before I had left Australia, I had explained when I would be 
arriving in Chittagong and with whom I would be living. I arranged, or thought I had, for 
her to ring me at Yusufs (my host) home. When, after waiting a few weeks without 
hearing from her, I rang her, she commented she hadn't known I had arrived or where I 
would be staying. In time, her husband told me he'd been the person I had been 
communicating with- he had used his wife's name - and he had not told her the full 
detail _of what had been said. Bangladeshis told me of similar incidents that had occurred 
between them and other Bangladeshis, and it is possible to conclude I was not being 
singled out because I am an overseas bideshf. It is also probable that in the incident 
outlined above it was my friend, not me, who was the focus of her husband's action. 
In advance of my second visit, I '.~: ,nt people detailed outlines of the research project and 
the kinds of quest~ons formulated to give structure and focus to the research. The effect 
was that occasionally I found, that instead of informal conversations, I was led into pre-
determined, point by point, discussions. It was as if I was back in school, in the old days 
of rote learning. The situation was co1npounded by three factors: 
• People tended to the view that I could not know something unless they had told 
me and if I demonstrated an unexpected knowledge of something I was asked: 
"Apnar ke bole? " ("Who told you?")8 
• People were not comfortable with changes in direction when I adjusted focus 
to take into account new infonnation, corrections to pre-conceptions, and 'on 
the spot' learning. This aspect emerges as interesting in the light of their own 
creative fluidity and flexibility - perhaps they expect foreigners to be more 
fL--xed, or prefer situations where we are. 
• As Bangladeshis characteristically act as if they have precise and specific 
answers in mind when they ask a question, they seemed somewhat at a loss 
when I asked 'open ended' questions. They appeared to spend some time 
trying to guess the purpose of those kinds of questions. 9 
7 During both visits it was clear that some people felt free to read my mail and my diary and to eavesdrop on 
conversations - sometimes sending children to do it. 
8 This has become a recurring theme in the ethnographic narrative that follows. 
9 
'Questions', and how to ask them (or avoid asking them), is another recurring theme below. 
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It would be accurate to say that because I was constrained to work through these, and 
other, confusions, to test out what seemed to be preconceptions, and to attempt resolution 
to tensions and conflicts, I was at the same time placed in a data rich situation! 
The who of the project 
"She is researching bhadralok ... their lives ... their problems ... bhit6re baire" (Leila 
introducing me to the shopkeepers at Newmarket Bajar, Chittagong, February 
2002). 
About seventy bhadralok people are directly involved in the project, but the numbers 
grow, when members of joint and extended families are taken into account, to over one 
hundred. They are Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, and Muslim. Some are women, some are 
men. Forty-eight households were involved. 
I have used pseudonyms throughout to protect identities. In a few instances I have referred 
to "a person"; or "a man", or" a woman" because to give any name could either reveal 
gender where it would not be appropriate or reveal a connection to the actual person 
where it could be dangerous. In one or two cases some personal details of people I worked 
with have been altered slightly in order to protect them, e.g. when ancestors of people in 
the project are publicly acknowledged leaders of historical resistance and revolutionary 
movements. As I bring data about the private lives of contemporary activists to my 
analysis, it is not appropriate for them to be identified as descended from the historical 
persons. 
Towards the end of the second period of fieldwork other bhadralok came to visit, some 
expressing an interest in the research project. They were from the neighbourhood where I 
was living and had heard of 1ne from Leila. Most of them were women. They were not a 
fonnal part of the research, but they stimulated valuable insights by their stories and 
c01n1nents. One of them, Razia, created a new layer of understanding for me when she 
described herself as "bhitore-baire" (inside-outside) and her story is woven into Chapter 
Six. 
Over the whole period of the project I have been fortunate in having contact with many 
families not directly connected with the project, both bhadralok and chhotolok, 10 who 
have invited me to join with them in celebrations {weddings, children's parties, religious 
festivals) and to visit them for family meals. Families in other parts of Bangladesh 
1
° Chhotolok: literally "small people". This tem1 is problematic. It is used in reference to village people; 
people employed as drivers, peons and cooks, and urban slum dwellers. Generally I believe the term has 
negative connotations. One of the participants in the project has told me that Chittagonians use the term to 
mean "people with no manners". In some of the scholarly texts it is used to refer to the rural poor and when I 
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(Rangpur, Cox's Bazar, and Dhaka) and in Australia have shared their time with me. 
Through this contact, through the experience of the exigencies of life in a large city 
(Chittagong), and the extensive reading of the Bangladesh English language press, I have 
been able to form a good understanding of bhadralok society. 
Members of the focus group either live in, or 'belong' to, the city of Chittagong. They 
range in age from their mid-twenties to their mid-fifties and are mostly university 
educated. 11 Some of them are themselves, or belong to families of, writers, artists, 
academics, lawyers, and/or political activists. 
How do they constitute a 'group'? Superficially, and what brought me into contact with 
them, is the fact that they 'belong' to CHADEP. They either work, or have worked for 
CHADEP, or are family members of people who have the CHADEP connection, or are 
friends in a wider social network connecting back to CHADEP. Gradually, as I came to 
know the people better, I understood other factors binding them had led to them being 
employed by CHADEP in the first place. These were factors related to desh or gram, 
kinship ( actual or fictive), schooling and university and the fact most of them had chosen 
to work for a community development NGO because of a personal commitment to 
hun1anitarian principles. They 1nostly share a view that chhotolok (in this case referring to 
niral poor) need support (training, micro-credit, and advocacy) in order to rise above 
poverty and ignorance. They share a view that all people should be treated fairly and with 
respect. Because of a shared vaL,. that people should also have an opportunity to develop 
their potential, some me1nbers of the group have gone beyond the limits of their 
employ1nent to create s1nall NGOs, which they have funded themselves at least in the 
'start-up' phase. In addition, some have shared experience in civil liberty action groups 
and connnunity arts (including theatre) activity. 
Mobility of the research group 
Since 1998, when I first met them, 1nany in the research group have moved. Some have 
transferred with CHADEP from outside the Chittagong District to live in the Chandgaon 
Residential Area (RI A) where I also lived. Others 1noved their residence: within 
Chittagong, within Chandgaon RI A, to Dhaka, to Cox's Bazar in the far south; others 
moved overseas to undertake postgraduate studies in Canada, New Zealand, and in 
Singapore, one family to study and then to settle in Australia, and two others to settle in 
use it I tend to use it in that context. I am reluctant to use it in reference to any specific person, but I do use it 
in respect of some groups of people. 
11 Quite a few of them have degrees and/or post-graduate degrees in the Social Sciences - an important area of 
research in Bangladesh, see Islam & Islam 1997. 
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New Zealand. People go on fieldwork visits connected with their .employment, both 
within the Chittagong region, within the delta regions in the northern part of the Bay of 
Bengal and to India. Some go to Calcutta for medical purposes, or to choose marriage 
partners for family members, and at the beginning of the term take their children to school 
in West Bengal and Darjeeling, returning to collect them at end of term. Some make 
religious pilgrimages to Buddhist sites in Bihar; Muslims go to Mecca for the Hajj. 
The second visit, in 2001-2002, coincided with the following events: 
• My host, Yusuf, was making a career shift from a middle management position at 
CHADEP to an executive position in a Bangladesh subsidiary of an international 
c01npany. 
• Four ofmy former colleagues at CHADEP (two women and two men - Sufia and 
Sonar, Amit and Khalek) were returning from three-month training courses in 
Denmark. 
• Another colleague, Uma, returned home for a vacation visit just prior to completing 
her post-graduate degree at a university in New Zealand. 
• Another colleague, Maya, was preparing two discussion papers to be presented at 
conferences, one in the UK and the other in Canada. 
They are following a pattern of spatial movement common among Chittagonian 
bhadralok: overseas visits provide opportunities to observe the bidesh (literally "not-
country"). People maintain relationships through the Internet, contributing to on-line 
discussions ( and petitions) on issues such as the War in Iraq, refugee policies, and gender 
violence. 12 
Positioning the researcher 
During the first fieldwork visit, I was a participant- observer with the emphasis on 
participation. I participated in the workplace, in family celebrations, and in aspects of the 
cycle of religious life. In the second I was more of an observer - not a comfortable 
situation for either my Bangladeshi friends or myself, but I shall come back to that later. 
At the same ti1ne, another overseas bideshfwas working at CHADEP; his task was 
'capacity building'. He experienced similar problems. To that point, and as far as I know, 
we were the first non-Asian overseas bideshfto work at CHADEP. In 2001 another 
overseas bideshf came to CHADEP to work with micro-credit programme officers at Head 
Office, and two young female students from Denmark were posted for a few weeks to a 
CHADEP Community Centre in Patuakhali. The term co1runonly used for "outsider" or 
"foreigner" is "bidesht'. As it can refer to any person who is not from one's desh, I have 
12 A scan of on-line search engines using names of members of the research group reveals some were actively 
engaged in Internet discussions, e.g. see Sullivan 2003: 69, found on www.ephemeraweb.org. In addition, 
three of the group were acknowledged by N!anini Chatterjee in the Preface to Do and Die: The Chittagong 
Uprising 1930-34 1999: xiii. For a review of Chatterjee see Parvathi Menon "Chittagong saga retold" 
http://vvww.frontlineonnet.com/fl 1705/17050790.htm 
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used the term "overseas bideshf'' to distinguish between those people from Bangladesh 
who are not from the speaker's desh and those like myself who come from outside 
Bangladesh. 
At CHADEP I had a title, such an important element in bhadralok social hierarchy. 
CHADEP paid my salary ( at local rates) and helped me find accommodation. Although 
my brief was to work with the Monitoring & Evaluation Cell I also worked with other 
cells (Education, Programme). Among my other tasks were: development, presentation, 
and review of training programmes; preparation and presentation of monthly reports; at an 
informal level I was involved in project development. I conducted both formal and 
informal interviews with colleagues. Throughout this period the focus was on qualitative 
methodology. 
Life on the second visit, i.e. 2001-2002, was more complicated than it had been on the 
earlier one. Among other factors to be taken into account was the fact I no longer lived as 
a single person, sharing accommodation with another overseas bideshf, I was now a long-
term guest in a Chittagonian household. Because I did not have an obvious connection 
with a Bangladeshi institution, e.g. an NGO, my presence in Chandgaon RI A caused some 
consternation. Most importantly, people wanted to know precisely when I had arrived and 
how long I would be staying, and to whom I would present my 'findings'. I had become 
an observer, and that 1nade many people uncomfortable. Despite that, former colleagues 
became friends, invited 1ne into f ,,;ir ho1nes (for both short and long term visits), talked 
with me and discussed their lives and their samaj (society). For a lot of the time I "sat 
idle" as many bhadramahila13 do, and observed households, the world outside the 
household through the grille of a verandah, and the effect ( on bhadramahila and myself) 
of enforced idleness. During this period the level of "the question of the questions"(see 
Chapter Six) intensified, and I became the subject of the "reverse interview" (Melman 
1996). In effect, having arrived as an observer, I became the observed. 
To paraphrase, and invert, Du1nont: to see another culture in its unity and specificity, we 
usually see it in perspective by contrasting it with our own (1986:25). 
When it comes to looking at my position in this research project, I have to accept that in 
Bangladesh, as a foreigner, and a middle class and middle aged woman, I am perceived as 
13 Bhadramahila: literally "respectable women". 
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a person of low status (sometimes completely lacking status). I had a palpable sense of 
disempowerment because of my gender and foreignness. 14 
The 'gender' implications of the researcher being female are salient. Initially I thought I 
1night experience problems in social contact with men. I found it relatively easy to 
develop discourse with men, and the women I worked with at CHADEP. Beyond that I 
frequently experienced difficulty in 1noving from those relationships to free and open 
access to the women in their households. An open invitation to visit someone's home (to 
meet "my wife, my children") could not always be taken literally. In some households the 
wife stayed in the background, cooking in the kitchen, bringing food, but not participating 
in the conversation; the children were often too shy to come forward at all. 
It can take a long time to develop easy acquaintance with the bhadramahila because the 
men of their families control so much of what those women do. This became obvious 
.. 
when I attempted to revive acquaintance with a female colleague I had worked with in 
1998-1999. Once she left outside employment to stay at home to care for her children it 
was difficult to maintain contact with her. 
Bhadramahila, even those in employment outside the home, lead socially restricted lives. 
Few have friends from outside the close family circle. The degree to which a woman is 
free to develop friendships can be affected both by opportunity and the open support, or 
otherwise, of her father, her brother, her husband or her mother-in-law. It is not a matter 
of son1e fainilies being more open to outsiders than others. A woman's social and spatial 
n1obility may be entirely circumstantial, shifting from closed to open and back to closed 
according to the requirements of a situation. Women need to be skilful in negotiating the 
shifts, seizing and developing possibilities when they can 
The results of sustained effort to meet and get to know bhadramahila are rewarding, 
especially when it is revealed that women speak English more fluently than their husbands 
admitted and much more fluently than I speak Bangla. In the end, it was bhadramahila 
who opened up to the research project and provided much of the data I have used in this 
dissertation. I becaine aware that social relationships were 1nore gendered than I had been 
accustmned to (at least since the 1970s). Gender relations dominate bhadralok social 
relations, within the household and within the workplace, and extend to economic and 
political spheres. Not surprisingly, once bhadramahila overcame their culturally imposed 
constraints and began to speak candidly about these issues, I came to view the bhadralok 
14 See also Kotalova who comments on her status and identity in the field at Gameranga (north of Dhaka, 
Bangladesh): " ... individual credentials are not deemed for status estimation in a culture where belonging is 
the prime criterion for establishing identity" ( 1993 :28). 
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world I shared with them from their point of view. Few men were as candid and forthright 
as these bhadramahila and those who were spontaneously expressed great sympathy with 
the problems bhadramahila face. 15 
Language - in the field and at home 
Fieldwork practices based on participatory observation principles are not entirely based on 
verbal communication, but the language used when discussion and conversations occur is 
important. This research project, entailing analysis of complex social stn1ctures, would 
not have been possible if I had had to rely solely on my language skills in Bangla. Almost 
every person involved in the project speaks English; they are also literate in English. They 
also speak their local dialect, in the majority of cases that is Chittagonian. So, they are 
fluent in at least three languages: Bangla, English and Chittagonian; and literate in two: 
Bangla and Eng1ish. In one instance I heard a localized variant of Chittagonian spoken 
and other people told me of s1nall localized vocabulary variations. The form of Bangla 
spoken in Chittagong district is said by other Bangladeshis to be 'rough', and 
Chittagonians the1nselves say the if you want to hear 'pure Bangla' you should visit the 
Baris al area to the. west. 
The languages bhadralok use are social markers, differentiating class, education and 
religion. They are also markers of desh ( country), and of patriotic values. Habib, with 
wh01n I worked in 1998-1999, v·"•~:1 not speak English, which I mn sure he understands, 
because he says his language is Bangla and he needs no other. 
In Chittagong, people shift from Bangla, in which English words and phrases are liberally 
used, to local dialects when they wish to exclude a bideshf, as happened on a number of 
occasions when they realized I could follow a conversation or discussion in Bangla 
(without necessarily being able to join in). One family announced that they were about to 
shift to dialect because they needed to discuss a family matter. On another occasion, I was 
excluded from subsequent staff meetings at a CHADEP village centre because, during a 
role-play exercise with the staff, I unexpectedly displayed a better grasp of Bangla than 
the staff had assumed I had. 
The success, if at all, of this project depended on the cooperation of the Bangladeshi 
participants and their vvillingness to employ their linguistic skills to help me. I am aware 
of the li1nitations that flow fr01n my own monolingual background. 
15 Is the data therefore biased? I hope the reader will see emphasis and focus rather than bias, but that is a 
process not entirely within my control, and I can only hope I have honoured my own intention to preserve a 
balanced view 
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Use of the Internet, and other written c01nmunication, constitutes an unusual element in 
the fieldwork - it is ongoing even when I am away from Bangladesh. There are, not 
surprisingly, distinct advantages inherent in the situation. It is possible to check field data 
with people, to request assistance in fine-tuning my interpretation of literature-based data, 
to check vocabulary and word usage. The process of keeping people up to date vvith the 
progress of the project helped in the negotiations for re-entry to Chittagong in late 2001. It 
allowed me to test the viability of research questions - a bonus, because many of the 
people have a good background in social sciences and in field based community 
development. On the whole they have been pleased someone is as interested in finding out 
about bhadralok family life in Chittagong as they themselves have been in the lives of the 
chhotolok fishing communities they work with. 
The ethnography as text 
-
Following Charles Taylor 2002 in his developn1ent of the concept of 'social imaginaries' 
which he explicitly states is neither a "set of ideas" (91 ), nor a theory (106), I wish to 
employ that notion in this dissertation. Taylor talks of social imaginaries as "the ways in 
which people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things (\.l . 
go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the 
deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations"(ibid.). He 
e1nphasizes the role in this process of "ordinary people" who communicate a c01nmon 
understanding (which "makes possible common practices"[ibid.]) through "images, 
stories and legends"(ibid.). The understanding so constituted describes what ha~ happened 
(facts), what might happen (possibilities), and what should happen (norms and ideals). 
People at all levels of society use this understanding as a tool in analyzing social norms, 
social practices, incidents and events. 
In using the notion it is important to refer first of all to what the people themselves say. 
This dissertation attempts to follow that precept, and then to go as often as possible to 
academic discourse generated by and between Bangladeshis ( and other South Asians), not 
to the exclusion of other discourse, but as a starting point for scholarly analysis. 
Bhadralok, as Bangladeshis generally, are skilled talkers! In fact, despite the wealth and 
influence of the Bengali literary tradition, primacy is given to the spoken word - it is 
privileged over the written word, a matter taken up in the dissertation. People declaim, 
proclaim, assert, interrogate - they constantly talk, on the telephone, to each other in the 
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household, and in the workplace. Addti16is a fundamental element in Bangladeshi society. 
It is used to create meaning, myth and rumour from the actions of people's lives, and to 
disseminate ideas, opinions and scandal at all levels of society and in quotidian political 
and religious life. People are discursive; sometimes what at first appears obvious or 
transparent becomes opaque. The discourse is subtle, nuanced, and often designed to hide 
rather than disclose. How smnething is said ( and to whom it is said) is often more 
important than what is said. 
All the above is true of Bengali society generally. Bengalis/Bangladeshis reflect ·on the 
fact, and some write about it - the literary tradition is rich, Bengali writing in English 
prominent in contemporary world fiction - the degree of self-reflexivity is remarkable. 
This dissertation is a discourse that moves "between received encodations of experience 
and the clutter of phenomena which refuses incorporation into conventional notions of 
'reality', 'truth', or 'possibility"'(Hayden White 1990:4). The discourse "is 
quintessentially a mediative enterprise. As such, it is both interpretive and pre-
interpretive; it is always as much about the nature of interpretation itself as it is about the 
subject matter which·is the manifestoccasion of its own elaboration" (ibid. emphasis in 
original). The text is "as self-critical as it is critical of others"(ibid. emphasis in the 
original) where 'others' can stand for 'received truths', scholarly works, and the 
bhadralok of the project. 17 
Many bhadralok took great risks in talking with me and in opening up their lives ( dreains, 
hopes and fears, realities) to analysis and discussion. The risks will become more obvious 
in discussion throughout the dissertation. I will not list them here. I wish to explicitly 
honour these people. I found myself wanting them to become as 'real' in the text as I feel 
they are in life (whether I have succeeded a reader must decide). Where I could, and 
where it is appropriate, I use their words and their stories. 18 I am aware I have to accept 
that in creating a text " ... there is always a failure of intention", of having "left out 
so1nething of the description ... " or of having "put so1nething into ( the text) that is 
inessential to what some reader, with more or less a authority, ·will regard as an adequate 
description" (White 1990:3, emphasis in original). 
16 
"Adda" is a term used often in this text. It refers both to the process (gossip) and to the place where it 
occurs, see Chapter Four. An accompanying tem1 is "nasta": "snacks". Adda and nasta frequently go together. 
In the 1992 ~atyaj ~t R~y fil~ "Aguntu~' there is discussion of the ~engali attachment to adda. See also \ 
Andrew Robmson s d1scuss1on of the importance of adda to SatyaJtt Ray 1997:62-63, 110-111, 112. 
17 I have obviously chosen 'others' whom I believe to be relevant to my analysis and discussion of the 
fieldwork data and the academic literature. 
18 At the same time I do not believe I have created the kind of experimental text alluded to by Marcus and 
Cushman 1982:25 et seq. 
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One: Bhadralok in a modern world - an introduction 
At the beginning of the 20th century Bengali urban and rural society differed in many 
fundamental respects, yet they shared at least one feature: a co1nn1on dominant elite. In 
city, town, and village one group claimed and was accorded recognition as superior in 
social status to the 1nass of thejr fellows. These were the bhadralok; literally "the 
respectable people" the "gentle n1en"(Broomfield 1968:5). What distinguished them fron1 
others were factors such as dress, speech, eating habits, occupation, and associations that 
were as fundan1ental to the distinction as their "cultural values and their sense of 
propriety" (6). 
It appears to date, there have been few specifically ethnographic studies of the Bangladesh 
urban bhadralok.4 This research project, therefore, is a rare investigation into the lives of l~: 
,w ·,✓ 
bhadralok Bangladeshi fanlilies. They are Chittagonian bhadralok who are cun-ently ~tA'" • 
1nanaging '1noden1ity' in the world of post-colonial Bangladesh. 
Milton Singer observed of middle-class Indians in Madras in the 1950s and 1960s ''the 
relationship of 1nodemization (and of Westernization) to tradition is neither one of deep 
antagonisn1 and struggle for dominance between them nor a relationship of hannony and 
n1utual support" (1971: 165).5 What is 'modem' and what is 'traditional' while, not 
necessarily in opposition, can be in tension. 
Today, in urban Chittagong, bhadralok, who are equivalent to the nliddle class described 
by Singer, n1anage that tension and negotiate a living pathway between what is construed 
as 'tradition' and that which is called '1nodern' and, in some cases, 'foreign'. The patterns 
of response are clear: son1e welcon1e the challenge to negotiate new fonns of gender 
relations in the family and workplace; others resist strongly, trying to reinforce ( or, in 
son1e cases, reinstate) older forms , i.e. patriarchal hierarchies. 
Chittagonian bhadralok face the challenge ofbeco1ning paii of a '1nodemized' world, and 
selecting appropriate overseas bides hf values and practices to absorb into traditional 
norms. Singer clai1ns that "[a]daptive strategies have probably been operative in Indian 
civilization for a long tin1e, but the arena, material and results of their operation at any 
given time 1nay be novel"(l 972: 248). The practice of selective absorption is old, but it is 
continuous so the effects can be n1odem; once a foreign elen1ent is absorbed, it becomes 
4 Broomfield 1968 has been essential to my understanding of bhadralok society, but hi s is an hi storical survey 
of the early 20th century. Prindle 1988 unde1iook her research with Chittagonian bhadra/ok Muslims in the 
1970s, and I found her analysis helpful. Bl anchef s chapter on urban middle class children in Dhaka (200 I) 
was likewise useful. 
5 Singer acknowledges hi s indebtedness to the work of Indian sociologist M N Srinivas ( 1971 : 163). 
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part of Bengali tradition. 6 Bhadralok en1ploy conventional strategies, characterized by 
bhadralok values of day itto ( duty), respectability, and honour, but these strategies are 
perhaps not as effective as they have been historically, especially when dealing with 
features of contemporary life such as globalization and foreign aid, and the increased 
Islamization of their own society. 
Ability to manage these n1atters does not 1nean it is an easy task, and the resulting tension 
produces dilem1nas and contradictions. How that tension is managed and negotiated, and 
who is dominant in developing and using the actual strategies, have been the primary foci 
of my research. I argue: bhadralok are innovative, fluid and adaptive, in managing the 
dilem111as of modem urban life. I also describe and assess new possibilities being 
predicated by Chittagonian bhadralok in response to this challenge. 
The core of any attempt to understand the bhadralok, their identity and position in 
Bangladeshi society, requires an early acceptance of the fact that Bengalis/Bangladeshis 7 
live in a world they conceptualize in te1ms of three paired di1nensions. The first two of 
those pairs have been the subject of academic analysis and debate for more than three 
decades, the third, which I postulate here, has been inherent in the discussions about the 
first two, but will be developed fu1iher as an analytical tool: 
• Desh-hidesh - broadly, country-outside or not country, where the 'country' can be 
grilm (village), .{amaj (community) , or nation, and ' outside or not country' can be other 
villages, other con1n1unities, or other nations. Bhadralok Chittagonians live in a world 
bounded by their grilm ( ancestral village), the city of Chittagong, and the nation. These 
constitute their desh. Outside the desh lies bidesh, literally "not country" . A non-
Bangladeshi national, i.e. a foreigner, is called 'bidesht'. That term can also be used to 
denote anyone, including other Bangladeshis, who do not belong to the speaker' s desh. 
Desh-bidesh are strongly opposed pairs, but the boundary is penneable. What filters into 
the desh of bhadralok Chittagonians, and how to n1anage bidesh[ influence, are 1najor 
preoccupations in their lives. 
6 One area of ' modernity' wh ere Bangladeshi s have shown th emsel ves very adapti ve has been fertility contro l. 
In their di scuss ion on th e recent (post I 970s) ra pid fertility declin e in Bangladesh and Egypt, Amin and Ll oyd 
comment: "Social trends, the politi ca l climate, and th e strategy of development may have resul ted in an 
environment in Bangladesh that is more open to inn ovati on and change" (2002:3 09 emph as is added). 
7 There are times when it is appropri ate to use th e term " Benga li" instead of " Bangladeshi", especia lly w hen 
the issue under discussion is of some hi stori cal depth , going back to a time when Bangladesh as a geopoliti ca l 
entity did not ex ist. East Benga l became first East Paki stan in 1947 and then Bangladesh after the War of 
Liberation from Paki stan in 197 1. As we shall see in Chapter Three the qu esti on of which is the more correct 
tenn is contested in Bangladesh today. 
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• Ghare-baire - broadly, home-outside the hon1e (the world) is the second set of pairs, 
and is comprised of opposed parts. The boundary between the ghare and the baire is 
penneable and may also be contextual. The outside world can be as narrow as the urban 
subdivision where a middle class household resides, widen to incorporate the city of 
Chittagong and eventually become the nation. Maintaining the boundary, and managing 
what flows in fron1 the outside, are important aspects of household life. 
• Bhitare-baire - broadly, inside the person-the outside of the person. This set fonns a 
complementary pair, unlike the other two in which each paii of the pair is in opposition to 
the other. "Bhitr3re-baire" as used here refers specifically to the person, and the tenns 
indicate location of the self, 'bhitnre ', and of the expression of a 'correct personage' 
'baire '. As a person negotiates social relationships in the ghare-baire and in desh-bidesh 
s/he will also be 1naking fine judgements as to exactly what ele1nents of the personal 
bhitbre s/he will show, or allow to be seen, in the baire. 
How do the three paired di1nensions rainify in bhadralok social relations and how do the 
bhadralok of the research project make use of them as an analytical tool and in their 
managen1ent and negotiation of the dilemmas of new fonns of modernity in a post-
colonial world? How effective are these in managing the dilemmas of contemporary urban 
life in Chittagong? 
The what of the project 
The keywords of the title, bhadralok, 'modernity', dilemmas and natai need definition 
and analysis. 
Bhadralok 
Historically Bengali bhadralok were landowners, and in the colonial period those who 
e1nerged fro1n the ranks of, 1nostly Hindu, adn1inistrative personnel employed by the 
English East India Co111pany and subsequently the Indian Civil Service, and members of 
the 'literary' class (lawyers, teachers, writers, j oun1alists and others). In Bangladesh this 
status group is slowly growing, has become 1nore identifiable with 'class' (middle class), 
and now includes families with solely commercial interests 
Fron1 the mid-19th century to approximately the mid-20th century bhadralok were a 
"socially privileged and consciously superior group, economically dependent on land 
rents and professional and clerical e1nployment. .. "(Broomfield 1968: 12). Essentially a 
Hindu status group they used Hindu high-caste proscriptions, their "command of 
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education", and pride in the Bengali language and their literary heritage as 1neans of 
n1aintaining separation from the masses ( 13). Many were socially and politically 
progressive and involved in both the great modernizing projects of the tin1e and in the 
Indian nationalist project. 
In his analysis of bhadralok society Broon1:field follows Weber and describes bhadralok 
as a "status group" whose chief shared characteristic was a strong sense of "social 
honour" (14). They were not at that ti1ne, i.e. the beginning of the 20 th century, what could 
be te1med "middle class". As a privileged status group they were not exclusive; entry to 
the group "was possible through education as well as birth" (ibid.). 
The tenn "bhadralok" is a self-ascription in use since the 19th century, but, as Chatterjee 
states: "middle class, literati, and intelligentsia, all have been used to describe" the 
national elite of Bengal (1993: 35, en1phasis in original). Whichever term is used, "in the 
curious context of colonial Bengal, all of these tenns meant more or less the san1e thing" 
(35). 
Are conte1nporary bhadralok elite? Shore (2002) presents a working definition of elites: 
. .. elites can be characterized as those who occupy the most influential position or 
roles in the important spheres of social life. They are typically incumbents: the 
leaders, rulers and decision makers in any sector of society, or custodians of the 
machinery of policy making. Elites are thus 'makers and shakers': groups whose 
'cultural capital' positions them above their fellow citizens and whose decisions 
crucially shape what happens in the wider society. Equally impotiant, they are the 
groups that don1inate what Elias (l 978) called the 'means of orientation': people, 
whose ideas and interests are hegemonic. (4)8 
On this basis Chittagonian bhadralok are for the most part elite, but Elias creates a 
definition too 01nnibus to actually account for the Chittagonian context. It is no longer 
accurate to say that bhadralok do1ninate the 'n1eans of orientation', as they might have 
once done. If bhadralok were once "people whose ideas and interests are hegemonic" that 
is no longer the case, because a class of people, with what is called locally 'n1uscle 
power', has e1nerged to exercise power, even to the point of tyraiu1y. 
Over tin1e the open nature of bhadralok society has led to the inclusion of Musli1ns and 
also to a gradual change in the use of the term itself. By the late 20th century the tem1 had 
con1e to be aln1ost equivalent to "1niddle class". In conten1porary Chittagong a deal of 
slippage occurs in people's use of the tenn "bhadralok" (as is also the case in quite a lot 
of the sociological and etlu1ographic literature), and it is s01netimes used interchangeably 
8 The reference to Elias is: Elias, Norbert 1978 The Civilizing Process ( Vol.I) The His toty of Mann ers 
Oxford: Blackwell. Shore Bibliography: 20. 
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with '"middle class".9 All of the people at the core of this project are bhadralok in the 
original sense. Although today privilege and social prestige do not necessarily equate with 
power and econo1nic pre-eminence, they are, in the 1nain, descendents of what were once 
elite families. 
At the same time in Chittagong, many middle-class people who do not share the strong 
sense of social honour characteristic of 'true' bhadralok would both see and describe 
themselves as bhadralok. So1ne of the bhadralok of the research project dispute the 
general use of that self-ascription, which they see as an abuse of the 'true' meaning of 
"bhadralolc'. In their view, these 'new' bhadralok lack two essential ele1nents of 
'bhadralokness' i.e. discipline and respectability. 10 I follow the original usage while 
bearing in 1nind 1nost Chittagonian bhadralok are middle class in an economic sense. 
They are a social status group within the middle class. 
Allowing, however, for the slippage in quotidian and some academic discourse, (and 
en1phasizing that the ten11 "bhadralolc' is after all Bengali and not necessarily in use 
throughout South Asia), 1 wish to pose two questions: Who are the bhadralok, and how do 
they 'fit' within the South Asian 1niddle class? Three recent studies provide answers. 
Chatterjee, Choudhury and Varma, all writing in English, use the term "middle class". In 
the first instance, Varma, describing the Indian middle class at the time of paiiition in 
194 7, describes them in tenns that con1e close to a definition of conte1nporary bhadralok: 
. .. those in govemn1ent service, qualified professionals such as doctors, engineers 
and lawyers , business entrepreneurs and the more well-to-do traders, teachers in 
schools in the bigger cities and in the institutes of higher education, journalists, the 
partially or fully educated among the middle-level peasantry, the white-collar 
salariat in the private sector, legislators and a substantial section of university 
students. (1998 : 26-27) 
Choudhury, using an economic 1neasure rather than occupational class, sees the 
Bangladeshi n1idd]e class (his usage, not mine), as situated uncomfortably between the 
baralok (Literally: "big people") and the chhotolok and as the most socia11y aware and 
advanced of the three. To suppo1i his opinion, Choudhury n1aintains that the" ... great 
philosophers, scientists and leaders of the public have been drawn from this class" 
9 Broomfield says early 20th century "bhadralok intellectuals and politicians were pleased to describe their 
community in the currently popular European tenn of 'educated middle class' (in Bengali .vikshita 
madhyabitta) with its progress ive overtones ... "( 15). Ahmed 1999 quotes the Bengali bhadralok writer Ni rad 
C Chaudhuri who in 1926 castigated his compatriots for having" ... unconsciously rather than out of a 
deliberately adopted principle a cosmopolitan readiness to assimilate European ideas and institutions which is 
in surprising contrast to the prevailing racial and political bitterness ... "(296). See also the connection between 
Bengali nationalists and the Irish in the early 20th century, Chapter Four. 
10 Bardhan 1992a uses both "bhadralok'' and chhotolok" as class tenns - so that ''bhadralok" is equivalent to 
"middle class" and "chhotalok" (sic) is equivalent to " lower class" ( I I) . Bardhan says the " middle classes in 
South Asia despite their recent growth, still constitute a rather thin layer in proportional te1111s ... " (1991: I 71 ). 
See Dickey 's comments on class as a "salient but ambiguous concept in urban South Asia" (2000:32). 
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(2002b: 2). In effect , Choudhury ' s definition of "middle class" also fits with historical 
notions of "bhadralolc' . 
Is being middle class the same as being bhadralok? The short answer is no. In Chittagong, 
social patterns (household aJTangements , education, property ownership) reveal that a 
household can be n1iddle class and not bhadralolc. The n1issing factors are behaviours 
described locally as respectable and honourable, or the presence of behaviours described 
by ' true' bhadralok as dishonorourable. If, for example, a household's wealth is derived 
from cormpt practices then a fan1i]y might be 111_iddle class, but not bhadra!ok. Bhadralok 
ideally display respectability through day itto within the household (ghare) and in the 
world (baire). Day itto is manifested through a well-led, disciplined life, consistent good 
n1anners, and leadership in the .famaj. The categories, however. despite their differences 
are not 1nutually exclusive. 
Like Choudhury, Chatterjee emphasizes the 'middleness', and the consciousness of 
'n1iddleness', of bhadralok society, and this view of 'middleness ' is shared by 
Chittagonian bhadralok. Chatterjee also stresses the role of the class in "creating the 
dominant fonns of nationalist culture and social institutions in Bengal" (1993:35). He 
continues: 
It was this class that constructed tlu·ough a mode111 ve111acular the new fonns of 
public discourse, laid down new criteria of social respectability, set new aesthetic 
and moral standards of judgement. and, suffused with its spirit of nationalism, 
fashioned the new fo1111s of political history of the province in the twentieth 
century. (35-36) 
The Bengali middle classes, characterized by the British as "Hindu bhadralok", were also 
the leaders of the revolutionary n1ovements. The 111oven1ents, actually led by both Hindu 
and Muslim bhadralok, were "in large part a response to the racisn1 of colonial rule" 
(Silvestri 2000:462). Silvestri maintains, "[the] revolutionary terrorist move1nent in 
Bengal enjoyed the sy1npathy of broad seginents of the bhadralok population''( 464). 
Choudhury talks of the 1niddle class need to maintain its 1naterial position through the 
111aintenance of the "existing social order" . Extending his socio-political analysis, 
Choudhury makes the point that a distinguishing characteristic of Bengali 111iddle class is 
that:" ... unlike its peers in industrial societies it had emerged not through industrial , 
trading or even 1nanagerial enterprises, nor through agricultural savings, but through its 
collaboration with state power'' (20026: 2) . Historically, the Bengali middle class is 
"bureaucratic in organization and capitalistic in econ0111ic dispensation and 
ideology''(ibid.). Conten1porary Chittagoruan bhadralok., who are of the ' class' described 
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by Choudhury, work within these contradictions in every aspect of their lives; 
"collaboration with state power" is a site of special conflict. 
'Modernity' 
As Veena Das points out the "Eurocentric nature of anthropology ... has long been 
recognized" ( c. 1994: 133). Das writes that the "danger for the Indian anthropologist is 
that she is vulnerable to the charge of being either 'defensive' or 'chauvinistic"' (134). If, 
for example, she speaks of South Asia from an insider's point of view then "she will be 
accused of being 'backward looking"' (ibid.). To talk of 'tradition' is to place the society 
in the past; a 'n1odem' society has n1oved beyond 'tradition'. 
Eurocentrism was an issue for n1e during fieldwork and in constructing this etlu1ography 
in 1nuch the san1e way as Das problematizes it. The issue I confronted was the way South 
Asian (and Bangladeshi) society is either popularly depicted in the 'west' as 'traditional' 
(that is ' backward') or 'n1oden1izing' (that is becmning 'modem' in the same way as the 
'west' is 'moden1'). I also faced the question of how to deal adequately with 
anthropological theorists such as Geertz, and, in respect of South Asia, Dumont, whose 
theoretical and conceptual analyses in this regard are today being questioned by theorists 
such as Appadurai, Chatterjee, Gaonkar, Khare, Singer, and Taylor. 
How to account for a society still seen by outsiders, and spoken of by many of its 
members, as conservatively traditional, which, for longer than a century, has 
de1nonstrated a capacity to be adaptive, venturous and continuously changing (pace 
Geertz 1995: 13 7)? 11 Geertz appears to suggest a society is either one or the other because 
a modem society is one that has experienced " ... a process, a sequence of occurrences that 
transforms a traditional fonn of life, stable and self-contained, into a venturous one, 
adaptive and continuously changing, and it is as such, as 1nodernization, that it has 
appeared in the social sciences" ( 1995: 136-13 7, emphasis in original). In effect he sets up 
' traditional ' and '1noden1 ' as 111utually exclusive ten11s - a society is either one or the 
other. Du1nont (whose work on India has been both seminal and controversial and forms 
the basis of Das ' critique) also argues that 'modem' society can be opposed to a 
'traditional' one, which is: 
.. . where relations between men are more important, more highly valued, than the 
relationship between men and things. This primacy is reversed in the modem type 
of society, in which relations between men are subordinated to relations between 
men and things. (1986: 106) 
11 Bardhan reflects on " the contradictions of a society that is both traditionally hierarchica l and variously in 
flux ." She asks: " What modes of dependence and subordination pervade a society that is at once cl osed and 
open , static and changing, contained and explosi ve, hegemonic and plurali stic?" ( 1990:4) 
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Dumont's definition, like Geertz', is too inflexible to apply to Chittagonian bhadralok, 
because it uses the sa1ne binary opposition, 'tradition' versus 'modem'. Bhadralok n1ove 
between the two, which are two points on a spectru1n, not always with ease but mostly 
with purpose, and always within what they call 'tradition'. The impression l fonned in 
1998 - 1999 was that a good deal of what was being shown (to each other, to 1ne) was 
being used by Chittagonian bhadralok to den1onstrate that, at the same time they were 
traditional, they were also 111oden1, and therefore, I will argue. that bhadralok demonstrate 
a wide range of "creative adaptations" (Gaonkar 2001, Taylor 2001) when responding to, 
and resisting, change. 
Bhadralok resist change in their ghare (hotne) while appearing to 1neet it in the baire 
(world), and incorporate what they lean1 in that process to enhance their capacity to 
1naintain intrapsychic autono1ny in the interpersonal reahn of bhittJre-baire. From the 
apparent duality another fom1 emerges in which 'tradition' subsumes change, or what is 
'1nodern'. This fom1, which matches the construct "cultural 1nodemity" described by 
Gaonkar 2001 (see below), contains a spectrum of values and behaviours ranging fro1n 
conservative to progressive. The spectrum is a continuu1n in quotidian bhadralok life. 
Bhadralok often use the term "conservative" to describe both their society and individuals 
within it; the choice of the term "progressive" is mine and has been inferred from their 
co1nments. Gardner also uses the te1m "progressive" to describe the 'modernity' of urban 
areas in Bangladesh. In those places what is 1nodern is prestigious, and "not necessarily 
viewed as oppositional to Tslain ... ,, (1998:215). A distinctive feature of South Asian 
'traditional' society is its capacity to subsume the conservative and the progressive, and to 
n1aintain them in equilibriu111. Individuals within the society n1ay, however, be more 
conservative or 111ore progressive than the society generally, as can parts of the society 
( e.g. Chittagong is said to be n1ore conservative than other paiis of Bangladesh). The 
whole is constituted from conservative and progressive elen1ents. As ever, and n1ost 
in1portantly, context is significant 12 , and it is precisely 'context' that is emphasized by 
Chatterjee, Khare, and Singer. Their work, alongside the 111ore recent work by Appadurai, 
Gaonkar, and Taylor has led to the development of an alternative ontology, and it is fron1 
these I derive the basis of n1y own approach. Through their scholarly analysis they have 
developed a n1ore culturally appropriate n1odel of 'moden1ity'. 13 
12 Das refers to Gandhi's use of the concept fo(ygraha (non-violent res istance to Briti sh rule) and how by 
doing so he "transformed a traditional concept into a new concept" ( 142, emphasis in original). One cou Id 
also point to contemporary use in Bangladesh of three other of Gandhi's concepts (hartaJ [ civil disobedience 
through strikes]) ' the long march' and the public fast as political protest. 
1:1 Singer 1968 and Khare 1971 & 1976 argued for a distinctive South Asian fonn of 'modernity'. 
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Taylor restricts his discussion to 'western' society where n1odemity can be described as 
. . . that historical1y unprecedented amalgam of new practices and institutional forms 
(science, technology, industrial production, urbanization) , of new ways of living 
(individualism, secularization, inst1umental rationality) , and new f01ms of malaise 
(alienation, meaninglessness , a sense of impending social dissolution) . (2002:91.) 
Much of Taylor's definition is applicable to contemporary urban Chittagong. He is careful 
not to clai1n universality, saying instead: "in our day, the problen1 needs to be posed again 
fro1n a new angle: Is there a single phenon1enon here, or do we need to speak of multiple 
modernities, the plural reflecting the fact that non-Western cultures have moden1ized in 
their own ways and cam1ot be properly understood if we try to grasp them in a general 
theory that was originally designed with the Western case in mind?" (ibid. en1phasis in 
original). 
Taylor's 2002 article followed closely on from, and referred to, a collection of writings 
published in 2001 under the title Alternative Modernities. Edited by Gaonkar, the title is 
derived fr01n his own chapter in which he proposes that social scientists "think in tenns of 
alternative moden1ities" (2001: I) and "'revise the distinction between societal 
modernization and cultural moden1ity"(ibid.). Drawing on Taylor's chapter in the same 
volmne Gaonkar says that a "cultural theory" approach, i.e. site-specific studies of 
n1ode111ity, one which en1phasises difference, can be used in conjunction with his 
proposed alten1ative 1noden1ities 1nodel (17-18). Foregrounding a "critical band of 
variations" between ( and, I add here, within) societies, can complicate the dichotomy 
between the unavoidable dialectic of convergence/divergence ( 18), but at the same tin1e 
creates spaces for a discussion of the n1any forms of 1nodernity that exist in all parts of the 
globe. 
What are Gaonkar's alternatives? He posits two: i)Societal modenuzation - which tends 
towards convergence between societies; ii)Cultural modernity - which tends to produce 
divergence. He lists the characteristics of each: 
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Societal n1oden1ization, which involves a set of cognitive and social 
transfon11ations. Listing the cognitive first he notes: 
Growth of scientific consciousness, 
Development of secular outlook doctrine of progress, 
Prin1acy of instrun1ental rationality, 
Fact-value split, 
Individualistic understanding of self, 
Contractualist understanding of society ( 1-2). 
In the social transfon11ations Gaonkar lists: 
En1ergence and institutionalisation of market driven industrial economies, 
Bureaucratically administered states, 
Modes of popular government 
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• Rule of Law, 
• Mass media, 
• Increased mobility, literacy, and urbanization. 
o In his description of his second alten1ative, cultural n1odernity, Gaonkar lists the 
following attributes: 
• Cultivation and care of self, 
• Self-exploration and self-realization, 
• Imagination as an ally in achieving the above; reason being counter-
productive. (2). 
Consistent with this approach is the idea that modernity is also " a fonn of discourse that 
interrogates the present"(l4). Wherever the interrogation takes place, it "cannot escape 
the legacy of Western discourse on n1odemity"(ibid.), however thinking in "te1ms of 
alten1ative n1oden1ities is to privilege a particular angle of interrogation"( 15). When this 
angle of interrogation is linked to an exploration of creative adaptations, as proposed by 
Taylor, allowing culturally specific interrogations, then differences between societies can 
be highlighted without denying the modernity of any society. 
Both changes, and transitions through change to new forms, are continuous in all cultures. 
Taylor talks of modernity as a wave-like process (2001: 183) and comments that 
institutional change impacts on traditional aspects of all (including Western) societies 
(ibid.). A successful transition, however, "involves a people finding resources in their 
traditional culture which modified and transposed, will enable them to take on new 
practices" (ibid.). He adds, "[b ]y definition, the creative adaptation using traditional 
resources has to be different fron1 culture to culture" (ibid.) .14 
In its experience of n1odeniization South Asia has been influenced by western 
technologies and ideologies. Societal 1noden1ization, particularly in its social 
transfon11ation mode (Gaonkar 2001: 1-2), began quite early in Bengal , which has been 
described as "the world ' s first true laboratory of East and Wesf'(Robinson 1991: 1 ). The 
context was always one where the British were bidesh[, and intruders. In the period of 
colonial "societal 1nodernization", Bengalis crafted a way of appearing 'modem' and at 
the saine ti1ne subsuming '1noden1ity' within ' tradition ' .15 In the baire (outer world) , and 
also nationally in the desh, Bengalis took on the appearance, and to some extent the actual 
practice, of colonial socio-political norms. They could act, in what Bengalis call ' the 
British systen1', as it suited the1n, and they did. What evolved are distinctive Bengali 
patten1s of modernity. 
14 Gaonkar comm ents: " Western moderni ty is itself a 'culture' w ith a distincti ve moral and scientifi c outlook 
consistin g of a constell ati on of understandin gs of person, nature, society, reason and th e good that is di fferent 
from both its predecessor cultures and non-Western cultures" (2001 : 17). 
15 Thi s raises th e issue whether Bengali bhadra /ok were engagin g in th e pattern s of ' mim icry· di scussed by 
Bhahi 1994. See Chapter Three. 
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Two waves of 'modernization' can be observed in South Asia. The first began in the l 8th 
century during the period of the English East India Con1pany and continued through to the 
19th century transfer to British colonial rule and beyond. The second, characterized by 
independence and self-government, increasing secularisn1, and strengthening of principles 
of civil society, began with Independence in 1947. 
The period of Colonial Office rule was 111arked by the rise of centralized state power. In 
this period, '111odemization' led to the development of state rather than court bureaucracy, 
to industrialization, the introduction of state-run transport and communication syste1ns, 
the incorporation first of 'westen1' capitalist n1odes into the indigenous South Asian 
market economy and later the reversal of that process whereby the South Asian syste1n 
was incorporated into the 'western'. All of these fall within Gaonkar's definition of 
"social transfonnation" (200 l: 1-2). 
Other changes, in the field of "cognitive transfo1mation" (Gaonkar 2001 :2), included the 
s01netin1es ineffectual refonns of traditional legal syste1ns (for example: abolition of the 
dowry system and of sa([ [widow im1nolation]), and the introduction of western education 
systen1s (fom1al schooling and universities). 16 In the 20th century limited (indigenous) 
political representation was also introduced. 
Bengalis were not n1erely consumers, nor mere conformist reproducers, of 'modernity'. In 
the area of education, for example, they became producers, and quickly gained control. 
Chatterjee points out that "there was a rapid expansion, especially fro1n the 1880s, of 
secondary and higher education in Bengal ... principally as a result of private 
initiative"( 1995: 9, emphasis added). The same pattern of private initiative is apparent 
among Chittagonian bhadralok today, notably in the area of the many local NGOs 
established in response to the perceived needs of the chhotolok. So, although the activity 
in the colonial era was centred on Calcutta, in West Bengal, its influence spread to the 
east. 
Early in the 20th century the English atte111pted to reorder the education syste111 so as to 
reestablish their control, but "educational institutions, especially in Bengal, had by then 
largely passed into a disciplinary don1ain where the discursive forms of a specifically 
nationalist 111odernity were already in co1TI1nand" (Chatterjee 1995: 11 ). The nationalist 
project was both an adaptation of 'weste111 modernity' to the Bengali world, and the 
16 For a discussion regarding Bengali interest in ' modem' science in the 19th century see Prakash 1992. 
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specifically Bengali 'n1odernization' project. 17 At the same time as the nationalist project 
continued with popular support fron1 Bengali bhadralok they participated in creation of 
another project. As a result, the concept of "disciplined citizens for the new nation took 
root in the inner spaces of the co1mnunity ... "(ibid.). 
In those inner spaces, that is in the ghare and in their most intimate desh, i.e. in their gri7m 
and in their lama), bhadralok strove to develop a specifically Bengali fon11 of 
'modernization', one formed and controlled by them and one free fr0111 'colonial 
incursion'. I shall return to a discussion of the role of 'discipline' in conte1nporary 
bhadralok life in Chapter Two below. Here, I wish to list only the central processes: 
social reform (including education of wo1nen), companionate n1an-iage, and fe1iility 
control. 18 
Das speaking of the nationalist project points out that the ideas associated with it created 
ideological conflict within India. The ideas were "the concept of the nation (as essentially 
opposed to the traditions of the society within which it was being instituted) and of a tin1e 
consciousness (that views the past as a threat to the future of the political stability of 
India)" (134). Following Gupta, she argues that colonial authorities exploited the 
contradictions "to structure the relations of dominance and subordination" ( l 46). Thus, 
what had been a debate within a society was construed as a discourse about the 
protagonists and turned against the1n. The strategy was so successful that the colonial 
discourse has had a persistent effect on how outsiders view South Asian society. 19 
Das, following Saran, argues that Dumont in addressing this conflict has li1nited the role 
and capacity of conten1porary indigenous social scientists to that of 'infom1ant' for whon1 
''the conditions for participation in the making of the sociological discourse ... is an active 
renunciation of contemporary possibilities in her own culture'' (136). 
As paii of their practice of producing as well as consun1ing 'modernity', bhadralok 
Bengalis participated in the co1nn1ercial world of colonial India. 20 An area of indigenous 
17 Silvestri maintains the nationalism in the Bengali context was different "in many respects from what is 
generally regarded as the mainstream of Indian nationalism, based on Gandhi's doctrines of nonviolence 
(ahimsa). In particular, the sympathy of large numbers of middle class Bengali nationalists for anned 
resistance to British rule distinguished them from the predominant attitudes of the Indian National Congress" 
(2000: 462). 
18 The exogenous agents for social refom1 included fem ale Christian missionaries some of whom were 
American (Robert 1996). 
19 It must be pointed out the temporal context of the debate within Indi an society was the period from the late 
19th century to the early-mid 20th - a time when the great ' moderni zation ' project of national ism was at its 
most intense. 
20 In what follows, the argument emphasizes the adaptability of Benga li (and other sectors of South Asian) 
society to the impact of Europe in South Asia. Analysis of the process of agency among margin a li zed peop le 
is both necessary and just, hut their agency usually occurs as a response to circumstances that are so adverse 
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commercial enterprise that adapted and prospered, to the point that today a specifically 
Bangladeshi fom1 has emerged, is banking. My argument in what follows also goes to the 
heaii of an issue discussed by Mines ( 1992) in his refutation of one aspect of the 
"Dun1ontian view of the relationship between person and society in India", narnely that 
Indian society lacked an economic n1arket before Europeans arrived ( 130-132). 21 It is then 
not so n1uch a 1natter of redefining '"modem" to exclude "market economy" and 
"capitalis1n" in order to accommodate South Asian historical circumstances, as extending 
the understanding of South Asia to the point of seeing it as '1nodem' because historically 
South Asia had an indigenous "market economy". A n1arket economy existed before 
Europeans moved in to trade in South Asia and continued as it evolved into an integrated 
elen1ent in colonial expansion after Europe becan1e involved in the region. What e1nerged 
were culturally adapted institutional forms. The brief historical survey that follows 
demonstrates an aspect of what Gaonkar refers to as societal n1odernization. 
Rajat Kanta Ray, in his detailed analysis of the "bazaar" in the period 1800-1914, 1nakes 
the point that no serious historian would argue that "capitalism in its wider and deeper 
sense had developed anywhere in Asia at the time when the corporate econon1y of 
No1ihwesten1 Europe began incorporating large paiis of that vast continent into its 
expanding orbit" (1995: 453). Equally, "no historian aware of the facts would argue that 
Asian capital n1ove1nents blazed no trails, or were confined to the circuits defined by 
colonial European capital alone" (ibid.). 22 
Ray goes on to classify the "economics of the East", and particularly the role played by 
Indian, Chinese, Baghdadi Jews, and Armenians, in providing banking (including 
cunency exchange and credit) facilities to South, North, and Southeast Asia, and to Afro-
Asia. In the colonial era, i.e. after early 18 th century, Asian bankers grasped the 
opportunities provided by the spread of international capitalism and "forged ahead. Some 
of these groups expanded in collaboration with the newly dominant European capital." 
(1995:454). What emerged was the "bazaar", "a new fonnation in the Afro-Asian 
as to be ten-ible. The problem is that in presenting a case for agency it is too easy to overlook the negati ve 
impacts of colonialism on indigenous manufacture (particularly in the areas of handcrafted items, e.g. textiles, 
precious metal s, and semi-precious gemstones), and on indigenous trade, and indigenous socia l customs. 
Habib describes the English East India Company as draining the Indi an economy in the period 1757-1 8 10 
( l 985: 357-359). Once the company's monopoly was broken in 18 13, the actions of the East Ind in Company 
and its competitors ' deindu striali zed ' Indi a to the extent that "[t]rihute realization could now only take place 
in the fom1 of exprni of raw materials and agricultural products ... "(359) . A period of' deurban ization ' 
followed (364-368). The final section s of Habib' s art icle, which is in effect a review of the Cam.bridge 
Economic Histo,y of India Vo ll!, scrutini ze received truths about th economic impact of colonialism. 
21 Mines' refutation is based on su bstantial research by himself and others (132). Hi s discussion is based on 
Dumont' s Homo Hierarchicus and Dumont 's chapter "The Indi vid ual as an Impediment to Sociological 
Compaiison and Indian Hi story" In Dumont (ed) 1970 Religion, Politics, and Histo ,y in India : Collected 
f!.apers in Indian Sociology The Hague: Mouton Publi shers , see Mines 1992:" References" : I 55. 
~
2 See also Taylor's comments on entrepreneurship, 200 I : 184. 
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economy ... "( 455). Linked with the rise of European capitalism tbe Asian bazaar has been 
a "distinct phenomenon ... " As far back as the I ?11i century, Indian 111erchants "operated 
with substantial an1ounts of capital" and created "far-flung and tightly controlled shipping 
networks"( 456). 23 Ray continues: 
To conceive the 'modem world system' in tem1s of the 'European world economy' alone 
is to miss a dimension in its fo1mation without which its overall shape cam1ot be grasped. 
The rise of the bazaar moulded in a vital manner the process by which the capitalist world 
economy expanded outwards from Europe into Asia and Africa. (ibid.)24 
Even after the Bank of Bengal was established by the English East India Co1npany in 
1809, banking was still influenced by the Indian branch of trade and credit, and 
throughout the 19th century" the operation of the bazaar affected the rates charged by the 
bank." (Bagchi 1985: 514).25 There was a gradual decline in the in1p01iance of the 
indigenous banking syste1n during the 19th century, but the two systems (indigenous and 
European) continued to be integrated "on the basis of n1utually recognized divisions of 
activity" until the 20th century (518). 
There was then an initial phase when the two systems operated independently, a second 
phase when the two systems integrated, and a third, beginning in the 1850s, when the 
European system began to overtake the Indian system even while they remained 
integrated. By the beginning of the 20th century, according to Tomlinson, who develops 
son1e of his the1nes based on Bagchi' s considerable oeuvre, "almost all the c01nmanding 
heights of the colonial economy appeared to be dominated by the expatriate and foreign 
fim1s, 1nost of the1n British. Not only was the foreign trade of Bengal ahnost exclusively 
in their hands, but so was the industrial and banking structure" (1981 :455). 
Ton1linson's con1n1ents are qualified ("aln1ost all", "appeared"). His article is a discussion 
of the decline of colonialisn1 and colonial finns in Bengal between 1914 and 1947, 
indicating that the period of British don1ination was relatively short. He concludes bis 
analysis by raising the question of how strong expatriate enterprises had been in the first 
place. He notes the failure of expatriates, and of Indian govenunents post-194 7, to control 
23 The shipping networks have a longer hi story reaching back into the I l1h century. Chittagong was one of the 
trading ports in that network. See Arasaratnam 1988 : Subrahmanyan 1988. 
24 Ray criticizes Gee1iz for an inapprop1iate use of the tern1 "bazaar" in hi s work Peddlers and Princes ( 1963 ). 
According to Ray, Geertz has failed to distinguish between the " urban centres of wholesale commerce" 
(bazaars) and a hat, which is a village fair or market held on a weekly basis. Further, Ray maintains, Geertz 
has missed a specific use of the tenn "bazaar" (in its singular fom1) where it refers to an "indigenous money 
market which finances, through promisso1y notes , bills of exchange . . . and other negotiable in struments, the 
wholesale and forward trade over long di stances" ( 1995:452). 
25 The bank also used an Indian " as an essential link between the Indian traders and bankers and the European 
secretary and directors of the bank" (Bagchi 1985: 516) . This person known as khazanchee ' 'h ad his own 
establishment" and kazanchees "perfonned very important functions" when branches of the bank were opened 
(517). 
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"petty traders and consumers'', by being unable to force those "informal sectors to 
conform to the 'organized' economy"(486). 
Bhadralok participated in the historical processes providing administrative and clerical 
support to corrunercial houses, indigenous and overseas bides/if, and as negotiators 
between the two. During the latter period, i.e. after 1857, bhadralok becan1e impotiant in 
the e1nerging civil service; bhadra!ok served that state even as they developed nascent 
Bengali nationa 1isn1. 
We con1e now to the second period of 'rnodemization'', i.e. after 1947.26 At that point the 
story became even more complex for the people who would emerge at the end of 1971, 
after a year of war of liberation, as Bangladesh. They spent the interi1n between 194 7 (the 
year of Indian and Pakistani Independence) and 1971 as part of Pakistan. Many East 
Pakistanis, as they were then called, and 1nost particularly me1nbers of the bhadralok 
status group, regarded this as a second period of colonialism, during which they continued 
the nationalist project of the earlier period. Significantly, the great 'sticking point ' , leading 
to the assassination of the Language Martyrs in February 1952, was language. Having 
been bi-lingual in English and Bengali under the British, bhadralok now found that the 
Pakistan State wanted to impose Urdu as the state language (Choudhury 2002b: 71 ). 27 
After Liberation, the new state of Bangladesh adopted Bengali as the state language and 
established it as the sole 1nedium of instruction in schools, a situation that lasted for about 
a decade. 
The newly independent and self-governing state of Bangladesh e1nerged from its second 
period as a colony into a post-colonial world of increasing globalization, urbanization and 
high technology ( especially in the fields of con1munication, transport, agriculture, 
education and health). Significantly, Bangladesh entered the international arena at aln1ost 
the smne ti1ne as the second wave of ' western' feminism began to take effect. Once again 
Bengalis (now as Bangladeshis) would find themselves under exogenous pressure to 
reform the status of women in their society. 
If we n1ove the story of banking forward to the period shortly after the 1971 War of 
Liberation, we can see, in the role banking has played in the e1npowennent of the rural 
chhotolok (particularly won1en) through the 1nechanisms of micro-credit and 1nicro-
enterprise, a distinctively Bangladeshi character. The use of micro-credit by bhadra!ok 
26 See Gupta on "Nati onali sm in a Transnati onal World' ' 1992:70-74 . 
27 Ashraf infonns me " As a result of th e great Language Movement of 1952 Benga li was offi c ia lly decl ared 
[in 1956] as one of th e state languages before libera ti on . . . "(E-mail co1Tespondence, December 2003). Some 
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social planners in the NGO sector to enable impoverished people to begin micro-
enterprises (and the attendant training in literacy and nun1eracy skills, in civic 
participation, and in gender awareness) was inspiration of a Chittagonian, Professor 
Muhamniad Yunus. 28 His innovative approach can be construed as another example of 
'Bengali modernity', and of the creative adaptation described by Gaonkar, and used by 
Taylor, as "the site where people 'make' themselves rnoden1, as opposed to being 'made' 
modem by alien and i1npersonal forces, and where they give themselves an identity and a 
destiny" (Gaonkar 2001: 18). Yunus' work is also representative of bhadralok values of 
discipline and dayitto (in this case, duty to serve the .fcunc~j. 
Using Gaonkar's analysis of alten1ative modernities it is possible to say in sutrunary: the 
fonn of micro-credit banking devised by Yunus, the fom1 of its facilitation by NGOs 
(including CHADEP), and its use by millions of beneficiaries throughout Bangladesh, are 
aspects of Bengali cultural moden1ity converging with aspects of societal n1oden1ization 
established over the last two centuries. 
Another aspect of Bengali society challenged by 'western' n1odemity is its inherent 
hierarchical structure based on patriarchy and the hierarchy of age, and on the Hindu caste 
systen1. I c01ne now to a discussion of hierarchy in South Asian society and return to 
Dumont and his critics. Du1nont glosses hierarchy "[t]o be distinguished fron1 power, or 
c01nmand: order resulting fro1n the consideration of value" (1986:279).He notes 
"[h ]ierarchical relations are present in our own ideology ... "(227). In then1selves these 
statements present no difficulty to the present discussion. Problems arise because as 
Appadurai notes Dumont's "conception of hierarchy as the key to caste society" creates a 
"convergence of three distinct trajectories in Westen1 thought" (1988c: 41). The three 
trajectories, or tendencies, defined by Appadurai are: (l) tendency to essentialize - this 
leads to a substantialized view of caste (reified as India's essential institution) and an 
idealized view of Hinduism, regarded as the religious foundation of caste (ibid.); (2) 
tendency to exoticize - "n1aking difference between 'self and the other the sole criteria 
for co1nparison" (ibid. en1phasis in original); (3) tendency to totalise - "rnaking specific 
features of a society's thought or practice not only its essence but also its totality" (ibid.). 
Despite the difficulties posed by these tendencies, Appadurai acknowledges "111ost 
scholars working on caste syste1ns of South Asia ( even the 1nost obdurately e1npiricist 
critics of Du1nont) will grant that Dun1ont's idea of hierarchy captures the distance 
bhadralok, schooled in the 1970s, speak Bengali (Bangla) and their local dialect and have only a smattering of 
English. Their children are fluent in English having attended English-medium schools. 
28 Further discussion on micro-credit, micro-enterpri se, and the role ofNGOs as a parallel government in 
Bangladesh can be found below in Chapter Three. 
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between the value assumptions of India and post-Enlighten111ent Europe like no previous 
characterization" ( 42). He goes on, however, to argue that applying Du1nont's schema, 
without challenging the stereotypes that can be created by using it, can cause a loss of the 
sense of specific localities, and of diversity between and within places. Further, its use 
prevents a "polythetical" approach that sees family resemblances between places can 
involve overlaps and "several configurations of resemblances and contrasf' - an approach 
that facilitates comparative studies ( 46). 
The question of hierarchies is also addressed by Taylor in his discussion of "multiple 
modernities" (2002) and notes "[p]re1noden1 social imaginaries ... were structured by 
various modes of hierarchical complen1entarity"(95) and that "hierarchical differentiation 
itself [was] seen as the proper order ofthings"(ibid.). In the modern ideal, where "we start 
with individuals and their debt of n1utual service ... the whole point is ... mutual respect 
and service, however achieved"(96). He maintains the "idealization of 1nutual benefit was 
at the outset profoundly out of sync with the way things in fact ran, thus with the effective 
social imaginary on just about every level of society" (98). The disparity can still be seen 
in the case of the fa1nily "because it is only in our time that the older images of 
hierarchical con1plementarity between 1nen and women are being co1uprehensively 
challenged"(ibid.), and this is precisely one of the challenges facing bhadralok today. 
According to Taylor, it is a distorted view of n1odern social imaginaries that the individual 
has replaced, or dissolved, co1nn1unity. "The individual see1ns prin1ary because we read 
the displacen1ent of older fonns of co1nple1nentarity as the erosion of the c01nmunity as 
such"(99). Historically, and in s01ne places to the present, hutnans "have lived ... in n1odes 
of con1plen1entarity, n1ixed with a greater degree of hierarchy"( 100). 
Taylor restricted hi1nself to analysis of 'western' society, but hierarchies exist in all 
societies (but not all societies are defined in terms of hierarchy). This is true even of 
societies where structures have transfonned fro1n complementary hierarchy to mutual 
benefit. Where they exist in societies today, however, hierarchies are n1odified to support 
equalities between people (ibid.). An impo1iant aspect of the ways in which these 
modified hierarchies function is in the area of rights, supported by charters and bills of 
rights. 
This analysis, and Taylor's depiction of n1ultiple social i1naginaries, is impo1iant to an 
understanding of contemporary Chittagonian bhadralok society. Presently, bhadralok are 
in a challenging stage of adaptation and response to notions of rights of the individual 
(and gender equity) - notions sotnetimes in1posed from outside by foreign donors, and 
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someti111es developed fro1n historical processes of cultural modernity introduced and 
developed by ancestors of present-day bhadralok. In contemporary Bangladeshi society 
there is also resistance to these notions; within fainilies, within households, within the 
.{amaj, many variables exist. 
So far, what has been discussed under the rubric '1noden1ity' has implicitly meant 
'change', but I have yet to deal with the notion of change explicitly. I observed often in 
Chittagong that people were reluctant to admit to having changed and that the word 
"change( d)" itself has a strong negative com1otation, i1nplying moral turpitude. One of n1y 
colleagues, when I asked her how living and studying overseas would change her, was 
adamant - she would neither change, nor be changed by the experience. On the other 
hand, social con11nentators observing 'Bengal' (and in ways that apply to this disse1iatio11, 
the bhadralok lamaj) refer to its fluidity and opem1ess to change, Basu and Anun positing 
the "diffusion of an ideology of change and to innovative behavior" as an "important 
conditioning factor" for the recent dramatic fertility decline in Bangladesh (2000:764). 
They go so far as to refer to a "unique fon11 of Bengali '111odernism' and 'nationalisn1''' 
that has "facilitated the transition to what may be called a secular society" (ibid.). 29 
For the purposes of defining 'Bengali modernism' Basu and Anun first look at 
'westernization', which, as they note, is often used as a synonym for "modernism". They 
contend that unlike other parts of the "non-western world" where appreciation of western 
culture has led to an imitation of it, the Bengali experience: 
... suggests a form of Westernization that need not go hand in hand with the 
obvious adoption of Western modes of behavior. Instead, it involves the adoption 
of a secular philosophy that defines an approach to thought and behavior rather 
than the thought and behavior itself. This secularism is manifested in two ways: in 
a separation of the religious and the political spheres of life, and in a willingness to 
question the old ways and to experiment with new f01ms of behavior even if the 
new modes are often merely altered versions of the old rather than imp01is 
originating from and developed in the West. 
It is this willingness to question, to debate things that have long been taken for 
granted, that probably defines the essence of moden1isrn in our context. (769, 
emphasis in original) 
From this point Basu and An1in enter into analysis of the factors leading to "this 
willingness" and range through n1atters already covered here: education, nationalis111, war. 
Let me return now to n1y colleague so as to test 1ny observations of change in bhadralok 
society against Basu and Amin's con1ments. 
29 Among other elements in the historical process of Bengali nationali sm Basu and Amin refer to two gern1ane 
to this study: " increased interaction between the elites and the general population" and the development of 
"urban-rural links in a way that is less common in other parts of South Asia" (765). 
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Over time I have observed my colleague and her husband develop many new skills 
(linguistic and vocational) and have always been i1npressed by their analysis of my 
society, the selectivity they have consciously applied in choosing new behaviours, the 
speed with which they have used chosen new behaviours, and their general adaptability to 
many new physical and social contexts. Why then does my colleague aver she has not 
changed, and will not change? Do not adapting to new contexts and adopting new 
behaviours, constitute changes? As, at the same time I have observed her and other 
bhadralok, resist the notion of' change ', how can I account for the process they are 
unde1iaking? 
The answer, I believe, lies in bhadralok use of the paired din1ensions of existence outlined 
above. The ele1nents that constitute each dimension can be tenned 'inner' and 'outer'. In 
each of the pairs the im1er element refers to a moral world that is based in honour, day itto 
(i.e. duty, that in its tun1 is based on love) and discipline. If this element is affected to the 
extent that it is 'changed' then the whole dimension is da1naged. In other words, what is 
essentially Bengali ( or bhadralok) of desh-bidesh, ghare-baire, bhit/'Jre-baire will 
somehow be corrupted or destroyed. By concentrating on the outer element when dealing 
with the 'modem' ( or 'western') world Bangladeshis simultaneously set out to adapt to 
that world (and have been doing that for a long time) while holding to their sense of the 
vital inner (or core) element. Their purpose is to protect the whole in a process defined by 
Singer as an historical one "in which the new and the foreign are culturally differentiated 
as such frmn indigenous traditions, and then tried out in a 'neutral' area, and selectively 
integrated into an 'essential ' core of indigenous traditions, which has itself changed to 
incorporate the new items" (Singer 1971: 165). When bhadralok talk of ' tradition ' they 
refer to what is historically pati of what they define as "Bengaliness' as wel 1 as what has 
been progressively absorbed over years of contact with what is foreign. Indeed, they tend 
to use the word "n1odem" to mean "foreign". 
Bhadralok are prepared to "question the old ways", even within the inner ele1nents, 
without discarding them totally; they also question the present (see Gaonkar 2001: 13) and 
as result create new i1naginaries. They are open in their approach to this process without 
unquestioningly absorbing new or different modes of behaviour, but often without 
disclosing to others n1uch about their questioning. 30 
30 In th e tenns used in modern appli ed anthropology, bhadra/ok appl y their indi genous knowledge to the 
transfers of technology especiall y wh en th e overseas bidesh don ors, in tent on ' moderni zati on ' , attempt a ' top 
down ' process. See Silli toe 1998. 
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I believe that in resjsting 'change' in the inner ele1nent, Bangladeshis at the same time 
have developed a wide range of strategies to protect the i1u1er element fro1n (too rnuch) 
scrutiny by 'outsiders'. Bhadralok in particular have developed secrecy to a finer degree _ 
l"vl,-1,~ !t l vL._,.-v. than I have experienced or observed elsewhere, to the extent that often in their dealings l d 
- -- f!,,'vvvJf\ ,~ 
wjth outsiders they lack candour, and in their dealings with each other are often distrustful 
and suspicious_:~ 1 
In the conte1nporary world of the Chittagonian bhadralok people find few of the fixities 
supposedly essential to a 'traditional' world actually exist. In this world it is possible to 
observe many variations on Dumont's view of what constitutes the difference between 
'traditional' and 'modern' societies, variations and fluidities that call into question the 
sustainability of rigidly separated categories. 
Following Singer, in his colllnents on India generally, I argue the actual "traditionalisn1" 
of Bengalis lies in their "capacity to incorporate innovations into an expanding and 
changing structure of culture and society"( 1971: 163). Also I maintain, like Singer, this 
"capacity is reflected in a series of adaptive mechanisms for dealing with the novel, the 
foreign, the strange"(ibid.). I also draw on Appadurai, Chatterjee, Gaonkar, and Taylor to 
develop an analytical framework to support n1y argun1ent. 32 
A n1ultiple n1ode111ities approach (based on an extension of the rubric of alten1ative 
1nodernities) is appealing. Not only does it acknowledge the different ways people 
in1agine themselves as '1nodem', thereby strengthening the value of differences between 
cultures in reaching 1nodemity (different cultures, different localities, different starting 
points all leading to different outcomes), it can also be used to provide a framework for 
discussing differences within a society. Heterogeneity in Chittagonian bhadralok society 
can be foregrounded; a useful discussion of differences, contradictions, resistances and 
reactionary responses can flow - without ignoring the bonding effect of co1nmonly held 
cultural values. 
Questions, of course, are not always answered and as result people face "see1ningly 
iITesolvable dilen1mas"(Gaonkar 2001: 14 ). 
31 I base this comment on my early 1990s experience of li ving with a prijay i family in Central Java where, 
despite the elaborate and subtly nuanced code of etiquette, people's li ves were organized around principles of 
co-operation and shared responsibility. On prijay i society more generally see Geertz 1976. 
~
2 I note, however, McCarthy' s comment that he believes "the scope of deep divergence is somewhat more 
constricted than Taylor lets on . .. "(2001 :234). 
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Dilemmas~n 
In spite of a long history of dealing with transitions to various forms of 'modernity', 
bhadralok still encounter what they refer to as "problems" in absorbing, and in 
integrating, change into their personal and family life. I have chosen to refer to these 
problems as dilemmas, because it appeared bhadra!ok are most often compelled to choose 
between strong but countervailing forces. Four dilemmas could be categorized? 1 
The precise nature of the first dilemma could be expressed thus: contemporary bhadralok, 
I ike their ancestors, face a choice. They can re1nain aloof fron1 the chhotolok and retain 
their elite status (as bhadralok) with the attendant social , if no longer economic, 
privileges. Or, they can chose to follow the call of day itto and work to facilitate change in 
the econo1nic circu1nstances and social mobility of the chhotolok. If they choose the first 
they will stand accused of being both indifferent to the obvious plight of conte1nporary 
chhotolok and exploitative. Their accusers would include people from within their own 
status group. Loss of good reputation (as a person of honour) could be a major blow to 
individual bhadralok self-esteem. Choosing the latter potentially would lead to loss of 
bhadralok separateness and distinctiveness, elite status would be diminished in world 
where all people share more equally in the nation's wealth and social advantage. 
The relationship between bhadralok and the state is the basis of the second dilemn1a, and 
has a direct bearing on the bhadralok of the research project. For n1ore than a century, the 
state in which s01ne bhadralok fan1ilies participated as civil servants (the colonial civil 
service included 1nedical practitioners, teachers, engineers and bureaucratic and 
adn1inistrative staff) , had been the indigenous manifestation of foreign colonial power. 
Even as servants of the foreign colonial power, bhadra!ok developed strategies that 
allowed the1n to sustain their econon1ic and political survival si1nultaneously with their 
own great 1noden1 project - nationalis1n (Chatterjee 1993; Choudhury 2002b). 
33 1 w ill foc us on what I perceive as dil emmas expe1i enced by bhadralok in rel ation to con temporary 
' modernity ' , bu t my own were also an element in th e proj ect. During my fi rst visit I held the fa lse view th at, 
beca use of its poverty, Bangladesh was a ' backward ' nation. I ' saw' what I thought was ' peopl e moving' and 
1 construed that as ' movement' towards openness, principl es of human rights (freedom of speech, freedom of 
associati on, gender equi ty , ri ghts of th e child), and ful l dem ocrati c participation. I beli eved I was observing 
something recent as say the latter part of the 20th centu ry. I was concerned to understand : Movement fro m 
where to what, th rough what processes? 1 hoped to fi nd out about how bhadralok th ought about and 
ex perienced the movement, e.g. is th e move to moderni ty recent? Ultimately, I had to choose between 
sustainin g my Eurocentric view (one not consistent with the world view of bhadralok coll eagues and fr iends ) 
and shifting to a more A iocentric view (one not entirely acceptable in 'western ' academ ic thought) . In the 
end , I have reached a fonn of compromise that tends to priv il ege the Asiocentri c view. 
34 Research in to the histori ograph y dealing with the processes of ' modern ization' ind icated th at the di lemmas 
1 had observed in th e late 20th century, in particul ar how to resolve the contradictions between ghare and 
baire, and between desh and bidesh, had been around for a long ti me (Amin 1996; Borthwick 1984; Engel s 
1996; Jahan 1988; Karl ekar 199 1; Tagore I 985) . 
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In the colonial period before 194 7, as civil servants they both resisted the state and were 
influential in its formation - both factors becon1ing instrumental in the subsequent 
fonnation of the independent state after 194 7. The state that bhadra!ok now serve, or 
relate to as citizens, is Bangladesh, the state for which they and their fan1il ies fought and 
from which they had high expectations. Their influence has waned since 1971. In the view 
of bhadra!ok, Bangladesh, formed by national heroes and patriots, should have issued in a 
Bengali nation that was both democratic and secular. Many bhadralok have been 
consistently frustrated in their expectations. The result is that for so1ne of the1n, notably 
those of both a liberal persuasion and an activist temperainent, as for example the people 
of the project group, find themselves in conflict with an increasingly more repressive 
state.35 This has led to a situation for some in which their livelihood, and in tin1e of 
extreme political upheaval, their lives are threatened. 
If bhadralok choose to continue family traditions of political activism ( especially in 
respect of the more repressive aspects of government policy and fundamentalist religious 
activism) they face the possibility of violent reprisals. On the other hand, if they choose to 
conipro1nise and to conform to repressive regimes bhadralok have no guarantees of 
immunity from the reprisals listed above, a matter I take up in later chapters. In addition 
they would suffer in their consciences and in their self-esteem. They may even beco1ne 
alienated from family for failing to maintain family traditions. Many already resent being 
forced to choose between their conscience and their loyalty to the nation. Since 1975, and 
increasingly since the mid-l 990s, they face a forced 'choice' between self-ascription as 
either "Banga!ee" or "Bangladeshi", an issue discussed in Chapter Three. 
I come now to the third and fourth dilemmas. As citizens of Bangladesh, as workers in the 
public sector employed by either the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) or NGOs, 
bhadra!ok are confronted in their public (baire) and private lives (bhitr3re-baire and 
ghare) by pressures to 'modernize'. The bhadralok of the project, and the organizations 
they work for, including in one case a local subsidiary of a large international industrial 
company, are also impacted by pressure exerted by the IMF and the Asia Development 
Bank on the state of Bangladesh to deregulate monetary systems and to privatize state 
owned enterprises.36 
35 See Jamil 1998. 
J
6 These are people experiencing and benefiting from ' translocality' a described by Appadurai 1996. They 
seek constantly to improve their lives. In that respect they are simil ar to the Syhleti people in northern 
Bangladesh with whom Katy Gardner ( 1991 , 1993 , 1995 , 1998) lived and worked. Like Gardner 's subjects 
they refer constantly to desh-hidesh (country and outs ide) . Unlike the Syhleti s, Chittagonians are urban , from 
a large city of two and a half million people. 
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They are used by now to exogenous pressures to reform and '1noden1ize', and 
conten1porary responses are conditioned by their history. How bhadralok respond to these 
pressures is conditioned by a number of factors: connectedness with ancestral villages; 
length of time spent in urban context; education and en1ployment opportunities and 
experience; religious affiliation; conservatism of family values and of the Chittagong 
conununity, particularly in matters related to gender. 
In the era post the 1971 War of Liberation, one element in the pressure is caused by the 
trickle-down effect of conditions attached to overseas aid when 'healthy' donor westen1 
states attempt to enforce "ideology transfer" to an "unhealthy" Bangladesh (Appadurai 
1996a: 20). 
Implicit in the conditions is the idea that if 'Bangladesh' were to achieve the goals laid 
down, 'it' would becon1e '1nodem'. This assumes ' Bangladesh' to be 'not-n1odem', and 
ignores the reality that Bangladesh is a '1noden1' state, but one in crisis. The crisis, 
induced by self-inflicted problems of co1nmunal violence, institutional conuption and a 
tragically contested sense of nationhood, and impacted by severe natural disasters, does 
not of itself produce 'not-1nodernity', although it does affect the proper functioning of the 
'1nodern' state of Bangladesh. These are matters that self-reflective bhadralok are aware 
of, now openly discuss, and consciously strive to address. In their attempts to deal with 
these issues they are constrained, if they accept foreign aid, to deal also with the 
challenges of n1eeting donor conditions. 
Foreign donors attach conditions that reflect their own cultural nonns. Scandinavian 
govenu11ents, for exan1ple Norway, are adainant that NGOs they fund are 'ecun1enical', 
pressuring NGOs to en1ploy people of all the four n1ajor religions. In Bangladesh, 
Australia tends to give only sho1i-term financial suppo1i, usually of one year's duration, 
and demands in retun1 a high level of financial accountability. Canada emphasizes gender 
equity prograffilnes. The USA stresses citizenship training leading to popular participation 
in den1ocratic political structures.37 
All western donors, for exan1ple, expect NGOs to have a gender equity employment 
policy and to meet 'international best practice' standards in their management stn1ctures, 
to be 'transparent' in their decision-making procedures and to create 'sustainable' 
development projects. The third and fou1ih dilemmas relate to this set of circumstances 
and I shall discuss them together. 
37 I do not have any infonnation on conditions, if any, laid down by Middle Eastern donors - something, 
perhaps, to be investigated by other researchers. 
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Transparency and gender equity are particularly problematic. Regarding the first , in the 
post-colonial modern world the mere achieve1nent of the goals imposed by exogenous 
agents is no longer adequate. NGOs, and the people who work with them such as the 
bhadralok of the research project, are required to demonstrate that they have both 
absorbed and e1nployed the processes seen as necessary to the achieven1ent. That 
require1nent in1posed by, for exan1ple, foreign donors , on the Bangladesh State and on 
indigenous N·Gos, is what ' transparency' is all about. In a world where so 1nuch lies 
hidden, where cultural norms appear to require implicit rather than explicit n1odes of 
conununication, this poses difficulty. 
Bhadralok are quite ambivalent about gender equity. Within the research group I 
encountered values and practices across a wide spectrun1. Within a single household 
people express and act on divergent views; practice does not always follow assertive 
state1nents in favour, or for that 1natter against, equity. Generational differences can mean 
a bhadramahila of +50years is following the norms of conventional patriarchy and her 
daughters and daughters-in-law (in their 30s) are free of those restrictions. Within the 
Chittagonian la,naj 1nore widely, I observed the rigorous i1nposition of pardii, flexible use 
of pardii, and circun1stances where pardii was not applied at all. The temporal nature of 
the imposition of parda can be bewildering - tension post-11 Septe1nber 2001 created 
pressure on Muslin1 w01nen to assert their 'Muslin1ness" by wearing burqa (in some cases 
w01nen went so far as to begin wearing hUab ); wo1nen becon1e more overtly devout 
during Ra111,jiln using a dupatta as a head cover when they might not otherwise do so. 
CHADEP itself was a curious n1ix of values and practices. The workplace was full of 
contradictions between espousal of gender equity and the atten1pt to in1pose u1m1ediated 
hierarchical structures based on gender. I worked with men who worked comfo1iably in 
an environ1nent where principles of gender equity were being espoused, but whose wives 
were constrained by n01mative values of patriarchy. 
Dealing with in1posed notions of transparency and gender equity forces bhadralok into 
having to choose between conforming to all aspects of stated exogenous pressures and 
their own Bengali cultural values and norms, someti1nes having to choose between what is 
culturally appropriate and what is effective. One leads to an i1nputed financial stability 
and a long-term prospect of social and econon1ic a1nehoration, but at the cost of personal 
and 'co1ru11unity ' autonomy, and the risk of violent repression by funda1nenta1ist elements 
within Bangladeshi society. Non-confonnity leads to loss of donor funding and to being 
29 
seen as 'traditional' and 'backward' by the outside world and the lost opportunity for 
won1en to achieve equal social and economic independence.18 
Natai 
In late autumn, a kite is a conunon sight in Chittagong. Your eye is taken up by the flutter 
of the small piece of paper or plastic flying in the sky high above the rooftops. Even 
though you know there is a string, from a distance you 1night not see it. You know, also, 
there is a person standing somewhere, usually out of sight, controlling the kite. You 1night 
never see the person in control; you will see the display, the show of the kite. That is one 
of the pleasures of kite flying: creating a wonderful image of freedotn and control, and 
taking the onlooker's eye up and up. The art is in the show, but the string connecting the 
person in control to the kite is always there. Once the observer beco1nes aware of, or 
attentive to, the person in control, her/his interest n1ight be piqued but the pleasure is 
gone. 
"Natai" is Bangla for "the strings of the kite". My host's wife, Leila, used the image one 
day when she was describing the social mobility of w01nen in Bangladesh. She said that 
although women n1ight look free, social nom1s always controlled them even when those 
norms were not inunediately obvious. Although Leila used "natai" to describe the 
circumscription of bhadramahila freedom, as an image it has a wider application. Leila 
and I became so fond of the i1nage we used it often between ourselves as a code for 
'hidden controls' in situations wider than ones related to gender relations. 
I introduced the i1nage in discussions on a range of topics with other bhadralok, including 
the young artist whose drawings appear in this dissertation. Now, I use a kite with its 
strings as a symbol of social relations between people in Bangladesh, socio-economic 
relations between the ghare (ho1ne) and the baire (world), and the socio-political relations 
between desh ( country) and the bidesh ( exogenous world). The i1nage provides a then1atic 
connection in the dissertation. 
*** 
In what follows, I atten1pt to track and analyze the strategies bhadralok choose in 
negotiating the pathway between conservative and progressive elen1ents in their samaj 
and in their wider desh. Progress is never unidirectional; bhadralok move forwards and 
backwards using traditional strategies to manage the process, to distinguish between what 
38 It could be argued that Bangladeshis are so used to being seen as 'backward' that they now stand to lose 
nothing further by that situation continuing. That, of course, is no excuse for the continued pressures being 
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can be absorbed and what must be resisted, and to maintain conflicting elen1ents in 
equilibrium. 
brought to bear on recipient nations by donors wishing to impose their own cultural va lues. 
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Two: Bhadralok in Chittagong 
"Some p eople say they are bhadralok, but they are not real~v bhadralok. '' (Leila, Chittagong, 
November 2001 .) 
"It is ve,y hard.for the middle class in my count,y " (Yusuf~ Chittagong, December 2001.) 
In the original use of the tenn "bhadralol<' are 1ne1nbers of an elite (but not exclusive) group 
who are separated fro1n the '1nasses', the chhotolok, by econo1nic and social ( education, 
lifestyle) factors. Bhadralok describe the1nselves as "solid'' and "disciplined". Attributes of 
discipline cover a wide spectru1n of bhadralok behaviours and include: punctuality, 
efficiency, productivity (at h01ne and at work), educational achieve1nent, fertility control, and 
strict attention to a healthy diet and personal hygiene. 
Most Chittagonian bhadralok would see the1nselves also as pa1i of the urban 1niddle classes 
even though s01ne are obviously "not long out of the village". A good deal of bhadralok 
farnily/household life is spent in activity designed to 1naintain social separation fr01n the 
chhotolok including those aspiring to middle class status. In contrast to this are the Jives of 
socially aware bhadra!ok active in the areas of hu1nan rights 
This chapter exainines the lives of Chittagonian bhadralok and will discuss the strategies they 
use to negotiate the pathways through accepted bhadralok social practices while 1naintaining 
contact with chhoto!ok in a violent and chaotic world. 
Sitting idle and learning' 
I spent a good deal of my ti1ne in Chittagong "sitting idle" and looking out of windows, or out 
fro1n a verandah screened by a n1etal grille. My observation point generally allowed me to see 
who passed along the tree-lined streets of Block B. Beggars, hawkers , local residents on their 
way to and fro1n work, or the bajar (1nainly 1nales), tokai (street children), local bhadralok 
children playing - these are ainong the procession of people 1noving around the district. 
Beggars, hawkers , tokai and bhadralok children playing are on foot; local bhadralok travel by 
rik.fr7, 'baby taksi ' and 1notor vehicles. S01ne of the passers-by caine up to the building where 
I sat - beggars as far only as the gate unless given pennission to con1e to the front door. I 
have seen 1nen selling kitchenware, 1nanchester, and jewellery; seen fruit and vegetable 
vendors , and 111en selling fresh fish ; a 111an with a 1nonkey that perfonns tricks while the 1nan 
1 See di scussion on "s itting idl e" in Chapter Seven below. 
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casts your fortune. The people who can1e regularly to our residence were the laundry 1nan, the 
newspaper delivery1nan, the postlnan (with the 1nail in a plastic shopping bag), and two boys 
who daily brought the household supply of dudh (milk). Other regular callers to the building, 
but not to our residence, were the boys who 1nake a living fro1n collecting household refuse 
(one of wh01n kept in touch with his 'boss' by 1nobile telephone). 2 Boys associated with 
Jama 'at_i_Jslami son1etin1es caine begging for donations - Leila always sent the1n away with 
nothing but a sharp word expressing rag about Jama 'at_i_Jslanii. One day a pfr (i.e. a holy 
n1an) ca1ne to the door while I was alone in the residence. He dealt with 1ny reluctant response 
to his request for alms by gently 'blowing' a prayer over me. 
On another day, a beautiful girl of about 10-12 years, nursing a baby ( she said it was her 
brother), ca1ne to beg ahns. I opened the door to her, and was taken aback - a girl begging, 
here in Chandgaon R/ A? W 01nen and children can be seen begging all the time in the n1ajor 
Chittagong shopping centres, rarely did we see other than 'traditional' beggars in Block B. 
Leila ca1ne to 1nanage the situation. She was also surprised by the girl, and questioned her. 
Where was she fr01n? Where were her parents? How old was she? What was she doing out on 
the streets begging? Did her 1nother know she was begging? The questions stem1ned fro1n the 
fact that the girl looked unlike other beggars and her replies confinned Leila's suspicions. 
After a lengthy interrogation the girl, who was clearly desperate, said to Leila: "Look at me. 
do I look chhotolok? You have to help me, I am bhadralok." 
The girl asked us to look at her and judge her 'bhadralokness ', as opposed to Razia (whose 
story is told in 1nore detail in Chapter Six) who asked 1ne not to 'see' her burqa as a sign of 
inner conservativeness. In both instances the e1nphasis was on appearance: Razia i1nplied 
appearances could be 1nanipulated to 'show' values baire (outside) that were not held bhit/'Jre 
(inside): the girl insisted her appearance proved her status. I ain not sure how successful the 
girl would have been in wider bhadralok circles. Leila was, I think, relying on a 1nix of visual 
clues and her own intuition - a process not uncon11non in the research group. > 
The girl's n1other was recently widowed.4 The fa1nily, the 1nother and the two children, were 
I 
destitute. The girl had decided to support the1n by begging altns from bhadra!ok like herself. 
2 Another boy (aged about twelve years), whom I grew to love for hi s rectitude and good humour, di ed in 1998. 
apparently of a heart attack. 
~ It is also possible that the girl's speech and her ' manners' marked her as bhadralok. See the comment in fn 10 in 
the Preface regarding Chittagonian use of the word "chhotolok". 
4 Widowed or abandoned? See discussion in Chapter Eight on the plight of women deserted by their husbands. 
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Leila believed the girl, because she looked and sounded as if she were bhadralok. On that 
basis Leila, who would not usually ' donate' to beggars, gave the girl s01ne 1noney. 
Being bhadralolc is as 1nuch about how one looks , how one speaks, and how one behaves, as 
it is about values. The girl's bearing) speech, and the way she conducted herself in the 
difficult circmnstances supported her statement: "I am bhadralok.'' Once one, or one's fa1nily, 
is bhadralok it see1ns circmnstances (poverty, widowhood) do not automatically change that. 
So, while econo1nic stability and financial ease 1night be factors contributing to the 
maintenance of bhadralok lifestyle, the lack of 1noney does not necessarily 111ean a loss of 
bhadralok status (Kotalova 1993; Gardner 1995: 134; Sarah White I 992). 
In reflecting on this incident I addressed questions it raised: how did I know who ( or what) 
was bhadralok? What then is a bhadralok? How does a person/fainily achieve bhadralok 
status? How do people 1naintain bhadralok status? 
Bhadralok lives in middle class Chittagong 
I woke in the 111iddle of the night. Loud 111usic ('live' not recorded) was being played 
so1newhere in Block B - it was hard to work out just where; the noise was reverberating 
through the area, bouncing off apartment buildings, and rolling along the streets and 
laneways. I tun1ed to look at my clock. It was 1 :30ain. 
Next n1orning at breakfast [ asked if anyone else had heard the 1nusic. No one had, but 
everyone knew what the 1nusic had been. So did I, the night before I had thought: "Now I 
know J 'm living in a bhadralok area ... that 's music.firom a gaia h{}/ud party. "5 I realized on 
reflection I was only partly con-ect, for in Chandgaon where a nmnber of bhadralok families 
live - 111y hosts Yusuf and Leila, Leila's father's fa1nily, Sonar and her fainily, and the parents 
of Roushan - the prevailing 111ores is 1niddle class rather than bhadralok. I sha] 1 return to thi s 
111atter later. 
For days people had been installing the strings of coloured lights that hang down fro1n the 
tops of buildings in long loops of winking colour, drawing attention to the household holding 
a party. In so1ne places swathed cloth canopies, also associated with celebrations , had been 
installed on archways set up from one side of a street to the other. It was a good ti1ne of year 
to have these parties. The weather was dry and cool, and the major lslainic religious festivals 
5 For a descripti on of a conventional gaia /, /'J fud party see Kota lova 1993:2 15 . 
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(Eid_ul_Fitr and Eid_ul_Azha) were over. Weddings and children celebration parties 
happened every day. The 1naffiage gardens in the city, where fa1nilies can hire function roo1ns 
and catering services, were busy. 
In the past, as recently as 1998, gaia holud parties had been s1nall, fa1nily affairs , held a few 
days before the fonnal wedding cere1nony - one for the bride and one for the groo1n. They are 
traditional celebrations for both Hindu and Musli1n fan1ilies. In a relatively short space of 
ti1ne there had been a change in the way Chittagonians celebrated 1naffiages. Now 
'engage1nent pa1iies ' , with up to a thousand guests, have becon1e fashionable. The 
engagen1ent party is followed by the gaia halud celebrations, then the wedding, and finally 
the walima (the sn1allest and 111ost inti1nate 1naffiage banquet celebrated two to three days 
after the wedding) . Gaia h/Hud celebrations are fun , people relax and mix , and join in ga1nes; 
popular 1nusic is played for young people.6 At other celebrations people affive, meet their 
hosts , proceed to one of the two guest halls ( divided along gender lines), find a seat at a 
crowded dining table, eat, pay their respects to the guests-of-honour, and then leave. 
Figure 4: chawkidar standing outside marriage garden in 'old' Chittagong 
One of Yusuf's Norwegian colleagues, talking of these 1natters, expressed surprise at the lack 
of relaxed socializing at Chittagonian weddings and other big social events. He asked why 
people did not sit at table and relax after they had eaten their food, why people rushed away 
to another event. He explained to Yusuf that in the 'west' people use social occasions like thi s 
to ' get to know one another'. In telling the story to 1ne Yusuf and Leila co1n1nented that was 
6 I am told that in Dhaka young, rich women and men even dance together at th ese parti es ! 
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not the purpose of attendance at Chittagonian weddings: "We are there to be seen and to see 
who else has come." 
It is an i1nportant part of bhadralok status 1naintenance to attend every celebration to which 
an invitation, usually printed ,7 has been extended. For 'well-connected' bhadra/ok fa1nilies 
thi s can 1nean attending up to four feasts on the one night. Si1nilarly, upwardly 1nobile 1niddle 
class fan1ihes hope for invitations to these weddings , so they can also be seen as 'belonging' 
to a respectable class of people. They and bhadralok fa111ilies shuttle between functions, stay 
long enough to be seen, and then go on to the next. Chauffeurs sit in parked cars outside 
swapping adda and gathering infonnation; children, as we shall soon see, wander around 
inside, observing; adults sit in the interior guest halls, 1nen with the groo1n, wo1nen with the 
bride. Conventionally, they behave in stiff, fonnal ways , absorbing the benefits of their 
attendance. In the days after wedding feasts, people establish they have attended by 
telephoning other fan1ily 1ne1nbers, fictive kin, and work colleagues to discuss details of the 
event. 
Bhadralok, and the 1niddle classes 1nore generally, spend enonnous su1ns of 1noney to run 
these functions - fainily reputation and prestige are at stake. 8 Yusuf said that now even 
chhotolok "think they need to spend a lot of money.for gaia ht;lud and weddings." Families 
can incur considerable debt in their efforts to 'show' they can afford to entertain hundreds, or 
thousands , of people at the ti1ne of a fa1nily celebration. Chittagong bhadralok wedding 
custo111s , now established as the 1nodel for the aspiring 1niddle classes in Chittagong, are 
different fron1, for exainple, Dhaka custo1ns and are described by other Bangladeshis as 
"opulent, every thing being done on a grandiose scale." The wedding and gaia holud 
celebrations of fa111ibes of s1nall-business owners, and chhotolok fainilies , I attended in 
Chittagong also differed; at those the atn1osphere was noticeably 111ore relaxed, and people 
seen1ed 111ore interested in enjoying the1nselves than in 'showing' others what they could 
afford. Men and wo1nen sat at table together in fa1nily groups. 
7 Bhadralok use English on their printed in vitations. · 
8 An articl e "Then and Now'' by Parv in Sultana in Weekend Independent points out that: " Fifty years ago, th e 
celebration of birthdays or marri age anni versari es were not as common as now. At th at time, very few fa mil ies 
belonging to th e middle and upper cl asses of society indulged in such celebra ti ons. But now, even people from th e 
lower and working classes wait all year to celebrate such famil y events. To bring festivity in life, to bring people 
closer is important" ( I March 2002: 24). 
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In order to be able to continue their 'showing', bhadralok 111ake photographic and video 
records; bhadramahila spend days planning colour schen1es for fan1ilies' clothing and 
jewellery so that photos and videos record a spectacularly co-ordinated display of finery. 
Video c01npanies in Chittagong ( often owned and run by young newly-graduated students 
fro1n Chittagong University) 1nake the record on behalf of the fainily and edit the results, 
adding subtitles and other graphics to 111ake an attractive presentation. For years after an 
event, guests visiting a household are entertained by being invited to view the video and 
photograph albun1s recording gaia holud, wedding feasts , and preparations for these events 
(w01nen being dressed, ,nehedi being applied,9 men being garlanded), honeyinoons (another 
recent innovation) , and children 's parties. 10 
In videos there is considerable emphasis on the dining hall and on the way people eat (and 
presmnably enjoy) the large quantities of food provided by the hosts. The videos provide the 
9 Mehedi is henna. Sometimes a gaia /,{)/ud party is called mel, edi rat (henna night) because at each gaia h/3/ud 
(the bride' s and the groom' s) guests apply a mel, edi paste to the face of the bride or groom. 
'
0 The use of photo albums as a mea ns of entertaining guests seems uni versa l in South Asian middl e c lass society. 
When I returned for a second field visit I gave photo albums with photos of my family as gifts to many of the 
families I visited. The albums provided good ' talking points' . 
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hosts with proof of their largesse and confinnat1on that their guests have fully participated in 
the feast. 
At breakfast the morning after the noisy gaia hlJlud in Block B, Yusuf and Leila's sons ( one 
ten years old, the other seven) began talking about what they wanted for their own gaia holud 
parties - twenty or 1nore years off - the best bands, the clothes they would wear, and what 
their 1nother should wear, and the best food to offer guests. They will spend 1nany years 
dreaining and planning, talking over the details with cousins and school friends. When they 
return fron1 a fan1ily party, they spend hours debriefing - discussing the food (too hot, too 
oily, not enough rice), the clothes of the 1nain guests, the nr,tun bou (new wife - pretty/not 
pretty, too short, too thin, too fat, too dark), her fainily (too pushy, not spending enough on 
food), and what they have seen. In 2001, the children brought ho1ne stories from the street 
outside one party, where people not associated with the party had been throwing down s1nall 
but noisy fireworks. The 'throw downs' were called "Bin Ladens". 
The middleness of the bhadralok 
Yusuf, who equates bhadralok with 1niddle class, and associates uncertainty with this 
1niddleness, co1mnented "people at village level and people at highest level k:now about 
others in their class ... their status is certain ... bhadralok are not certain about their status ... It 
is very hard.for the middle class in my count,y. " 11 
It is because of the fluidity in the situation that Chittagonian bhadralok spend so 1nuch of 
their tin1e and energy n1anaging what is 'shown' of the household and fainily life baire. As 
Yusuf said if they slip up, other people will talk. One way bhadralok have of 111aintaining 
their own reputation is to speak negatively of others, calling into question their behaviour and 
their values, in other words to suggest that the other person is not respectable and not 
following dharma. 
A young Hindu n1an, recently frotn the village, expressed his frustration at not being able to 
gain acceptance in urban society, despite his bhadralok status. He was irritated by the 
hypocrisy of so-called urban bhadralok. "They watch you all the time. Every person has to 
work out.for himse(f what to do. If you get it wrong people will laugh or talk about you behind 
your back." He finished off his conunentary: "This is my_finding about people (i.e. bhadralok) 
11 See also Kotalova: "Similarly, a person's belongingness or placement in a rank (ascribed or achieved) is never 
entirely defining or pe1111anent. .. "( 1993:48). 
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in Chittagong,· this is how they act. 'What I say, I do not believe. What I believe. I do not do . 
What I do, I do not believe in '. L(.fe is hard. The gods cannot help you: every man has to work 
I', J . 1'+" 12 
.1 or 1Lmse .1 . 
While bhadralok n1ight appear to have elite status, they consciously eschew the tenn "elite" . 
After all , in the strict sense the tenn "bhadralolr' tneans "respectable people". It is 
respectability that Chittagonian bhadralok assert. Bhadralok steadfastly 1naintain their 
difference fr01n chhotolok, and also speak of their difference fr01n baralok. I 1net chhotolok 
who aspired to be bhadralok; I 1net only one household of bhadralok status that aspired to 
baralok status. 
Leila , while disparaging the lack of values in a baralok lifestyle, held at the saine ti1ne a 
s01newhat contradictory view that if she wanted she could call herself "aristocratic", i.e. 
baralok. This conversation followed on fr01n my query regarding a newspaper ite1n where a 
fa1nily was described as 'aristocratic'. Leila said 1ne111bers of the fan1ily would have placed 
the ite1n and it was they who designated thetnselves 'aristocratic' (The Bangladesh Observer 
27February 2002: 11: "Obituary notice for Javed Prodhan") . I construe the changes in Yusuf's 
and Leila's life after Yusuf left service in an NGO for e1nployinent in an international 
1nanufacturing c01npany as part of an intentional, but gradual, move1nent frotn bhadralok to 
baralok status. 
In all situations one ele1nent stands out as being clear and fixed: bhadralok are consciously 
aware of the '1niddleness' of their position, and fro111 that awareness flows the nature of 
bhadralok duty. In so1ne instances, bhadralok construe that as a duty to 1nediate between the 
chhotolok and the state, perceiving the111selves as separated, and different from the two, and 
as standing between thetn. Bhadralok do not clai1n to stand outside the state, rather as in a 
privileged position inside it giving thetn the right to exert influence; a right that has not led to 
any substantial change in the social fabric of the country. 
Choudhury, in particular, sees his bhadralok c01npatriots as having failed in their day itto. 
"The Be gali n1iddle class has created its own literature, culture and politics , which have 
often been patriotic, but not always inclusive of the drean1s of all sections of the c0111111unity" 
(2002b: 168). Bhadralok have helped, as well as hindered , the realization of the dream that a 
de1nocratic, secular Bangladesh would honour the equality and freedotn of all its citizens, but 
12 I noticed that people "not long out of the village" were more inclined to speak in aphori sms th an th eir more 
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their hindrance has "been 1nore effective"(ibid.). Choudhury's conde1nnation is a view held 
and expressed by 1nany Chittagonian bhadra!ok. 
Many bhadralok believe chhotolok lack discipline; that lack was the chief cause of their 
backwardness and superstitious outlook. The antidote was education: "We need to educate the 
poor,· they are barbaric and primitive. They do not understand." In their view, a 
co1npounding factor was religious fundainentalis1n: the chhoto!ok were too quick to ascribe 
bhadralok 'success' to Allah's intervention, and to accept their own lowly status because 
Allah had not 'blessed' the1n. A bhadralok, on the other hand, construes his success ( even 
when he says "thanks Allah.for blessings") as directly related to his education, hard work, and 
careful handling of 1noney - he is 'disciplined'. In a typical bhadra!ok view, chhoto!ok are 
undisciplined because they know no better. 
Bara!ok on the other hand do not need to be 'disciplined', they are above conventional nonns 
and do not have to follow the1n if they do not wish to. A bhadramahila in Dhaka who spoke 
to Blanchet said: "We don't do as the elite, or as the lower classes do. We don't bring up our 
children like the1n" According to Blanchet: "The tnothers we interviewed regard themselves 
as occupying the centre of society, safeguarding honour and prestige and setting up Bengali 
( or Bangladeshi) nonns with a ren1arkable sense of self-righteousness and 1noral 
superiority"(200 l: 14 7). 13 
It was the sa1ne in Chittagong where elite or baralok nonns were perceived as too 'free'. 
Leila's suggestion I deflect the many questions put to me about 1ny marital and financial 
status by saying I was baralok i1nplied that by being bara!ok I would be spared such scrutiny 
- both by virtue of superior social status and because bara!ok norms allow such loose 
behaviour as 1nine (being umnarried and having an independent inco1ne). The alternative was 
to tell people that 1ny sons supported 1ne - that would have been consistent with bhadralok 
norms. 
As well as asserting their respectability and 1niddleness, bhadra!ok also differentiate 
the1nselves fro1n the broader 1niddle classes by employing the attribute "Bengaliness". 
Identification as "Bengali/Bangalee' is revealed in the naming of bhadralok children. It is 
custo1nary, for example, for Musli1n children to be given Islainic naines (and a non-Musli1n 
urbanized peers. 
13 According to Dutta , the Bengali middle class is the "oldest and most deeply entrenched group'' in India and "the 
bearer of Bengali culture'' ( 1999: 162). 
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takes an Islainic naine on 1narriage to a Mus1i1n), but bhadralok Musli1n families con1rnonly, 
but not universally, give their children Bengali na1nes as well. In a practice followed by 
bhadralok families of other religious belief, Musli1n children are cal1ed by those nmnes , or 
Bengali nicknmnes , within the family and by close fictive kin. In one Musli1n fan1ily, 
however, the children use their Islainic naines in public (baire) because the fainily's political 
and religious views are too obviously Bengali and secular to be acceptable in the conservative 
area where they live. Middle class Musli1n fan1i1ies who are not properly bhadralok avoid 
Bengali second, or nick-, na1nes custo1narily using English forms instead, e.g. calling 
daughters na1nes such as "Lovely", "Beauty", and "Baby". 
Children as mediators 
The children of a household are both a responsibility and a gift. Their existence bestows 
social 1naturity and acceptability on their parents; their achieve1nents, particularly at school, 
reflect well on the fainily adding to its prestige, and showing that everything in the fan1ily is 
'fine'. The role of children in family and national life was another ele1nent in late 19th and 
early 20th century discourse on bhadralok fa1nily life. A child was seen as" ... a sweet, 
endearing, tender, in1pulsive being who was at the san1e ti1ne dependent, vulnerable, 
unreliable and willful, and thus a being that needed constant guidance, supervision, care, and 
surveillance'' (Bose 1995: 120). Fr01n infancy, Chittagonian bhadralok children are indulged 
in ways c01n1non in South Asian elite fa1nilies. "Parents - especially 111others - but also 
grandparents, older siblings, other relatives, even household servants - shower food, caresses 
and loving words on Bengali children. Bengalis s01neti1nes seen1 content to put up with a 
naughty child where [ westerners] 1night begin to restrain or rebuke it"(Greenough l 983:837). 
In the ghare, temper tantru1ns, screaming, and de1nanding behaviours are tolerated; mothers 
'hand-feed' children (up to twelve years in age), balling up rice and meat in their fingers to 
place in child's 1nouth. Sons are especially indulged. Children are included; they are allowed 
to inten-upt adult conversation, add opinions, and question adult social inferiors. Baire, 
bhadralok children are quiet, self-contained ( except when playing with other children), and 
observant. 
In behaviour suggesting they are an1bivalent about these values Chittagonian bhadralok often 
c01npare their own children with tokai; their own are soft and need constant supervision 
whereas tokai are described as intelligent, sharp and self-sufficient. Jahanara corn1nenting on 
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the noisy group of tokai outside her residence said, "When I look at their.faces I can see they 
are mentally sharp. Our own children are soft and cannot look after themselves." In the 
context of our discussion, Jahanara's use of the word "our" was a generalized reference to 
bhadralok fainilies, not just to her own. 
Gardner c01nments that individuals in Bangladesh construct their social hierarchies for 
the1nselves, so that rather than seeing hierarchy" ... as 'fixed' and socially detennined, we 
111ust understand Bengali hierarchy as dyna1nic, and recognize too that its nature is also 
debated" (1995: 129). Ascription of social position changes during social interactions and 
depends on "to who they are, who they are talking to, and, indeed, who they are talking 
about"(ibid.). 14 
l 
i 
i 
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Children can, however, supply information to an upwardly mobile fainily, both those aspiring 
to bhadralok status and the aspirational 1niddle classes, on the observable 1nores of bhadralok 
public behaviour. People of true bhadralok status, but "not long out of the village", and 
lacking contact with the sophistication of long-tenn urbanized fainilies, can use such 
infonnation. Others, struggling to come to tenns with new situations where they feel insecure, 
because they experience what Yusuf told 1ne was characteristic of bhadralok, who are: " ... 
struggling all the tim.e to achieve status, they are competitive and envious ... " find such 
infonnation can be vital to their survival. 
Yusuf's younger son's birthday is 24 Dece1nber; in 2001, he was seven years old. Leila's 
fa1nily has a custon1 of going to a Chinese restaurant to celebrate fa1nily birthdays and that is 
what the fainily did in 2001. We set out at 9:00p1n - a party of six people. At the restaurant 
the brother of one of the restaurant owners joined us at table. He had organized gifts for the 
birthday boy and his brother, co1nrne1norative 1nugs bearing the restaurant logo. As we left 
the restaurant, the owner gave each boy a locally produced children's magazine with pictures 
of Osan1a Bin Laden on the cover. 
I observed the behaviour of the children in the restaurant with interest. Once we had finished 
eating, the two boys left the table with their parent's pennission and began drifting around the 
restaurant. They glided across the carpet, one behind another, not talking to anyone. As the 
restaurant is large, tables in s01ne places secluded behind pillars and indoor plants, a circuit of 
the place took the children ahnost five 111inutes. Fro1n tin1e to ti1ne during the half-hour or so 
14 See also Kotalova 1993:56. 
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they did this they came back to the table and spoke to their n1other. Other children slid past 
our table, processing in the saine way as our boys. The children did not appear to be making 
contact with each other. 
This is also what s01ne bhadralok children do at big public wedding and gaia hi3/ud parties. 
Children, usually young boys, drift around the outer public areas, where the groom and the 
111ale guests sit, and the dining halls (111ale and feinale). 15 They c01ne back to sit with their 
1nothers, or with their fathers, fro111 ti111e to ti111e. 
In the 1nore intimate setting of visits to family friends, children (girls as well as boys) 1nove 
freely around the host's residence, going into areas that usually only fa1nily 1ne111bers and 
household servants enter. Indeed, children and servants are the only people who appear to 
have totally free access to the inner areas of a residence. Children are also free to talk to 
visiting chauffeurs, and the chawkidar (guard of the residence). 
It is because they have such freedo1n of n1ove1nent that children can act as infonnation 
gatherers. At ho1ne, after the party, wedding, visit, children brief their parents. Children bring 
home two kinds of infonnation: reports and stories of what they have observed and what they 
have been told. They talk about wh01n they have seen, what those people are wearing, and 
what they are doing. Children 1nay extend their reports to include elaborate conjecturing and 
social co1runentary. 
Bhadralok indifference at these social events, though feigned, is co111111unicated through 
specific body language n1essages given out in public to 'show ' they are above such matters. 
In regard to incidents in their neighbourhood, their interest has to be contained within their 
ghare; publicly they show con1plete disinterest in such unsee1nly 1natters as kidnap, 1nurder, 
rape and arson. They will go so far as to deny that cri1nes of that nature occur in Chittagong. 
When the son-in-law of a fainily living in the sa1ne apartment building as 1ny hosts was 
kidnapped in 2002, the stories came into our household via, in the first instance, the older son, 
and subsequently fro1n household servants. The person who controlled the flow of 
infonnation was the building's chawkidar. He was in touch with the chauffeur of the victi1n ' s 
extended family, and the chawkidar of the adjoining residence who see1ned to get his 
infonnation fr01n street vendors and rikfrl pullers. It would have been quite inappropriate for 
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the adults in our household to be seen soliciting inforn1ation, so the older son was sent out to 
ask for the latest news. In the c01nplex and violent world of conte1nporary Chittagong, I 
suspect the information children bring is barely adequate to cover the multi-din1ensional 
events they are 'describing'. To reach a satisfactory refraction of the events adults probably 
have to insert their own 'data' and interpretations - an adaptation of a custon1ary practice 
developed in less c01nplicated times. 
Being bhadralok 
Choudhury says that Bengali 1niddle class, i.e. bhadralok, "culture has been peculiarly 
literary "(2002b: 9). 16 This of course, is a corn1nent capable of a nun1ber of interpretations. At 
least one possible 111eaning is that Bengalis/Bangladeshis regard themselves and others as 
actors in their own life stories - stories that can be scripted and rescripted according to the 
perceived requiren1ents of a situation. Bhadralok have literary 111odels for their lives. 
Choudhury stressed the influence of the Nobel Prize winner, the writer Rabindranath Tagore 
( 1861-1941) saying "one of his se1ninal contributions to the culture of Bengal was the 
secularisation of n1odern Bengal literature fr01n its lingering linkage with c01n1nunal 
ideas "(25). 
Rabindra sangeet (songs and poe1ns written by Rabindranath Tagore) are popular as 
entertain1nent in Bangladesh. Tagore's obvious love of Bengal is viewed as a positive feature 
of his literary output. When bhadralok sing the Bangladeshi national anthem, "Amar Sonar 
Bangla", (written by Tagore), 17 the fact of Tagore's Hinduis1n is not perceived at all 
negatively by bhadralok fainilies who, because they espouse 'Bengaliness' over 
'Bangladeshness', respond positively to Tagore's words. People express their love for Tagore, 
and his songs are sung, his poetry read or recited, in the ghare and at hhadralok public social 
15 When a celebration is held at a modern 4 or 5 star hotel , guests might mingle, but separate for the feast and eat 
in designated female and male dining rooms. I am infonned that at bnmfok social functions women and men eat 
from the same buffet and/or sit at the same table together in family grnups. 
16 Mukherjee in his early 1970s "Notes on the Author: Manik Bandopadhyaya" says: "In every society there exists 
a gulf between the intellectuals and the masses . But this is nowhere greater than it had been in Bengal. Most 
writers if not all came from a new middle class in the early nineteenth century. They called themselves bhadralok 
(polite people) . Their Hindu high caste and upper class life separated them from the masses, who lived in abject 
poverty and who were mostl y of the lower castes or Muslims. Modern Bengali literature was created by the 
hhadra/ok and for the bhadra/ok. In Rabindranath Tagore ( 1861-1941) Bengali literature flouri shed; his writings 
deeply influenced Bengal ; no one can escape from him. But Tagore's universe was limited , as he him self admitted. 
There was no real communication between the poet and the masses" ( 1973: x-xi). Bandopadhyaya 's novel Padmn 
River Boatman recreates the world of chhoto/ok boatmen , fishern1en, and peasants in northern Bangladesh. It was 
first published, in Bengali , in 1948, and in English in 1973 (Bandopadhyaya: 1973: cover and bibliographic notes). 
See also Bardhan 's comments on the literary nature of Bengali society ( 1990a: 1-2). Barclhan also di scusses 
Tagore (Thakur) I 2-18, and Bandopadhyaya 18-24. 
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gatherings such as conferences and concerts celebrating Bengali national days. Fr01n the 
depths of his world-weariness, Yusuf often quoted Tagore poe1ns, and Leila sent hi1n to 
Newmarket to purchase an English translation of Gitanjali (Tagore 1971) for 1ne so I could 
understand the words. 
In Chittagong, children of bhadralok fa1nilies, whether Hindu, Mush1n, Buddhist, or 
Christian, attend classes at private acade1nies to receive tuition in singing Tagore songs while 
they accompany the1nselves on the hannonimn, a practice not generally condoned by 1niddle 
class/business fainilies. Mothers go with their children; they sit and watch, and gossip with 
other 1nothers - it is as 1nuch an opportunity for the1n to socialize with non-fainily adults as 
an opportunity for their children to learn. Children's achieven1ents at these classes, and at art 
classes, are regarded as part of the status-building activity bhadralok engage in. Rani was 
conce111ed about this practice, saying that in the past people learned Rabindra sangeet 
because they loved the poetry and the 1nusic, not as today for prestige 
Ideas and character develop1nent expressed in Tagore's novels present 1node]s for bhadra!ok. 
The novel Ghare Ba ire, published in 1912, and translated into English by Tagore's nephew 
for publication in 1919, was made into a filn1 by the Bengali fihn1naker, Satyajit Ray in 1984. 
It is a dran1atic exposition of the dile1n1nas facing a 19th century liberal nationalist bhadralok, 
who wishes to bring his young, devoted, and beautiful wife out of parda. 18 Cine1na going was 
once a popular fonn of entertain1nent for Chittagonian fainilies, but bhadralok are now 
reluctant to attend cinemas because of the deterioration in the an1enities there. Now 
bhadramahila, especially those confined to the ho1ne, watch Bengali ( classical) and Hindi 
(Bollywood) language fihns on television - showing a preference for the Bengali ones where 
they observe 111odels for proper 'bhadralok' behaviour. Watching Bengali and Hindi "sopes" 
gives the1n a gli111pse into a stylized and slightly unreal world of '1nodern' 1niddle class 
households. 
In quotidian discourse bhadralok, in spite of their literary traditions and education, privilege 
the spoken over the written word - who has been an informant, and to who1n one has spoken, 
17 The anthem is the first two stanzas of a Rabindranath Tagore poem. See Appendix One. 
18 See also Beech 1982: I I I .The questions posed by Tagore in this , and in other novels such as Dui Bon (Tv1 ·0 
Sisters), still resonate in bhadralok society. Another important poet is Kazi Nazrul fslam ( 1899-1976), who, 
although he drew on both Hindu and Muslim traditions, is seen to be a Muslim writer. Choudhury comments that 
when Nazrul Islam uses the word ' we', he means Muslims only (2002: 36). Sufia Kamal ( 1911-1999) is al so one 
of the more popular among recent poets. Kamal was a noted socia 1 activi st. See: http://www.i..ldhu11i k,1. org and 
Mahmud Hossian Musad : " Lest we forget: Begum Sufia Kamal : A grandson remembers on her third death 
anniversary" : http://www.dailystarnews.com/20021 I /20/112112002.htm 
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are core issues in their decisions to validate infonnation/data. Chakrabarty cmnments that 
because Bengali adda is "focused on the oral" it presents its participants with the opportunity 
"to take part in the pure art of conversation" (2001: 154). Adda also is place "where one [ can] 
develop techniques of presenting oneself as a 'character"' ( 1.55). 
Rhetorical devices used by bhadralok and baralok in quotidian spoken discourse are derived 
fro1n the polished Sanskritized Bengali e1nployed by Tagore and Nazrul Islmn. Banerjee 
traces the usage of "educated Bengali" fro1n 1nodels developed by English 1nissionaries in 
Calcutta in the 19th century (1989: 155-156). Chakrabarty points out the fonn was influenced 
by global literature in English, once the bhadralok began to read fiction in the early 20th 
century (200 l: 155). 
At the san1e ti1ne as urban Calcutta bhadralok were refining Bengali, they retained corn1non 
fonns fr01n "the culture of the 1narket place" (Banne1jee 1989: 177) when satirizing "babus'' 
(i.e. Bengal is who had becon1e too obviously westernized) or deriding "a new fashion"(ibid. ). 
Although 'modernizing' conservative bhadralok and the colonial ad1ninistration atte1npted to 
suppress public perforn1ances using the popular fonns (Bannerjee 185-189), the style 
persisted and is evident today in Chittagonian bhadralok discourse. 
Speech and writing, in English as 1 heard it and read it, and in Bangla as I have been told, are 
richly 1netaphorical and 1netonyn1ic, reflecting the co1nplex patterns of social, religious and 
political values. 19 The use of language, and code switching between languages/dialect, is a 
co1mnon device 1narking bhadralok social, political, and religious status, and is one 
1nechanis1n used by bhadralok to differentiate the1nselves fro1n the 1niddle classes 111ore 
generally. 
English tenns are used in Bangla. In particular, local 111eanings for c01n1nonly used English 
tenns appear in discussions, e.g. the word "opportunity" has a specific use in the Bangladesh 
context, as do expressions like "changed", "professional lady'' , "free", and "simple'', arid 
people have developed 'banglish' words in the process of 1nodifying both languages. 
Kotalova c01nments on the i1nportance (for all Bangladeshis) of verbal acco1nplish1nents, and 
of their gendered nature, something I also noted: men speak firmly and self-assertively; 
wo1nen use a 'sweet', 1nodest fonn (1993:56). MatTiott writes of the i1nportance of speech, 
19 Verbal skill is probably not entirely restricted to the bhadralok. Kotalova comments on the same ability among 
rural chhotolok in Gameranga ( 1993: 49); see also Gardner 1995; and White 1992 passim. 
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verbal c01npetition, and knowing when to speak, as signifiers of both status and influence in 
Hindu society (1976: 133).20 In Chittagong apart from interrupting social inferiors, bhadralok 
also frequently interrupt and/or 'talk over the top' of others, talk loudly during public 
1neetings and perfonnances, and try to distract others by engaging the1n in conversation. 21 
Dickey co1nn1ents that in South India, middle-class w01nen also fear the i1nportation of 
'lower-class culture'. "In particular, these include language, taste, and 1nanners. The 
employer's children, who have not yet been fully socialized into cultural practices of their 
own class, are particularly susceptible. Madurai employers are often worried about letting 
their children spend too 1nuch ti1ne with servants or servants' children, anxious that their own 
offspring 111ay pick up bad habits" (2000:475). 
One of the behavioural characteristics 1nost noticeable in bhadralok households in Chittagong 
is the way 1nothers try to restrict the influence of village-born servants on their children.22 
One reason Leila and Yusufs household does not e1nploy live-in servants, and why Leila will 
not work outside the ho1ne and leave her children in the care of servants after school, is that 
she is concerned her children would learn to speak like the servants ("rough'' speech 
patterns), a problen1 that dogs Yusuf who spoke only dialect when he was growing up. When 
Leila was growing up her 1nother, and her 1nother's sister in her household, forbade the use of 
the pervasive Chittagonian dialect inside the ghare. There, people spoke only Bengali/Bangla. 
To e1nphasize the importance of 'pure' speech, both in Bangla and in English, their children 
attend "Little Jewels" school, where Leila and Yusuf hope they will absorb the positive 
effects of being taught in English. Their children also attend English language classes at the 
Chittagong branch of the British Council, because they hope the children in adulthood will 
beco1ne absorbed into a globalized 1niddle class; a process Yusuf hin1self began when he took 
up e1nployn1ent in the 1nanufacturing sector. 
Choudhury 1naintains that" [b] ilinguilis1n ... is yet another promoter of class 
division"(2002b:8).23 He adds: "In Bengal the 1niddle class has overe1nphasized the value of 
20 Marriott also mentions: feasting and honorable violence. He comments on the" . . . opportunities for 
ambiguity . . . " in situations where these strategies are used ( 1976: 133). 
2 1 Because I had few strategies to deal with the level of verbal competition I encountered on social occasions, I 
often retreated into silence. Once, while I was vi siting Maya and Arjun ' s residence in 1998, another visitor, a 
leading Chittagonian businessman and member of the CHADEP board , asked Arjun : "Siz e does not speak, 1,vhy is 
she so silent?" Arjun assured him I was 'fine', neither bored nor ill , just silent. 
22 Suggesting the influence of the lesser, in social tenns, is stronger than that of the greater. Thi s might be another 
reason why bhadralok feel they have to expend so much energy on status maintenance. 
23 Southard says: ''As early as 1905 during the anti-partition agitation , intellectuals in Bengal had accepted the 
argument of nationalist educators that overemphasi s on English separated th e upper class from th e masses and 
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learning English"(9). Learning Engh sh, however, can be a way out of the proble1ns created by 
dialect inflected speech patterns in Bangla . For Yusuf, with his problem of dialect-n1arked 
speech, knowledge of English has proven a boon. 24 He was able to apply for a position with 
an international manufacturing company operating in Bangladesh because he is quite fluent in 
English, and he works with international 1nanage1nent staff who are also speaking English as 
a second language. All of the staff senior to hin1 are overseas bidesh[, coining fro1n Gennany, 
Scandinavia, and Turkey. They are not likely to object to his accent! The staff junior to hi1n, 
all Bangladeshis and therefore aware of his accent in Bangla, are hardly in a position to 
openly criticize hi1n - a fate he was not spared when he worked at CHADEP. In the 
workplace, Yusuf is transnational, experiencing the benefits of globalization. 
Chandgaon Residential Area (R/ A) 
Where a person lives can also be a sign of status. Blanchet, speaking of Dhaka, co1nn1ents, 
"1niddle class society is far fr01n being ho1nogenous, but there is widespread agree1nent on 
where its contours lie. lt excludes the bustee [slum] dwellers and the elite who need not 111ind 
the nonns of the sainai . .. The n1iddle class is essentially urban in its outlook. Rural society is 
where the 'poor and non-too-illustrious tradition survives '"(2001: 14 7). 
A nmnber of RI As have been established in 1nodern Chittagong, and the 1nost recent of those 
are planned on a grid , with serviced blocks ofland all equal in size. In other parts of 
Chittagong, earlier R/ As 111erge well into the older parts of the city, streets are narrow and 
winding following the contours of the land. All of the designated residential areas differ fro1n 
the original parts of the city in that they are constructed on the basis of 'ribbon develop1nent' -
only co1mnercial buildings face onto the 1nain roads, all the residences are behind the main 
and chief service roads .25 
Although the city of Chittagong was the basis of this study, the part that became 1ny desh is 
Chandgaon Residential Area. It is where I lived, and in 1998-99 worked. My visits to other 
parts of Chittagong and other parts of Bangladesh always began and finished there. 
made it more difficult for poor children to attain literacy'' ( 1984:74). Basu and Amin , 2000, argue, however, th at 
the uni fy ing effect of th e Benga li language (Bangla) in constructin g nati onal identity has also been instrumental in 
fac ilitating th e diffusion of "new ideas and atti tudes from th e elites to the general popul ation"(777). Common 
language and strong language identi ty have also fac ili tated and encouraged "direct diffusion of kn owledge and 
ideas between the general populations of West Bengal and Bangladesh, not medi ated through th e eli tes"(778). 
Their di scussion is contex tu ali zed in an overa ll analys is of fertility decline in Benga l. 
24 But see also the di scussion in Chapter Six (secti on on rag) where Yusuf's vill age- inflected Bangla may have 
been a source of negati ve judgement of hi s sta tu s. 
25 See Chittagong City Urban Planner AK M Rezaul Karim 2001 . 
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Chandgaon RI A is 1niddle class, described by other Chittagonians as conservative, and 
believed to be a bastion of conservative politics. None of the 1nore revolutionary or radical of 
n1y colleagues lives there, 1nost of the1n have long-term fa1nily ties with the older part of 
Chittagong, but they work, and visit friends, in Chandgaon. In the following analysis 
Chandgaon RIA stands for affluence and social conservatis1n. It is not representative of 
Chittagong - 1nany people 1nade that point to 1ne - but it is an integral part of Chittagong and 
what can be said of it only makes sense in that context. 
Living in Chandgaon helped 1ne in the process of differentiating' bhaclra!okness' fro1n wider 
1niddle class 111ores. Firstly, I note that 1nost of the families living in Block B were fro1n a 
business background (insurance, retail, in1port/export, accountancy). Secondly, the area is 
1nore obviously Islainized than other parts of Chittagong. One effect of that directly in1pacted 
on 1ne as I was often directed by w01nen in the neighbourhood to cover 1ny head as Leila 
always did when leaving her residence. 
A1nit c01runented that in Alkharan, in the older area of the city where he lives, wo1nen co1ne 
out into the street and 111ove around without burqa. This could be accounted for in two ways. 
Firstly, wo1nen in his area are long-tenn residents and 'known' to people; they can 1nove 
around without 1nolestation. Secondly, in Chandgaon RIA (where An1it agreed 1nore wo1nen 
appeared to be wearing burqa in 2001 than in 1999), he conjectured that those wo111en were 
conservative because they had only recently 1noved into the urban area from the village. 
Cl1andgaon R/ A I ies on the near northeastern outskirts of Chittagong, and is in two distinct 
sections, Blocks A and B. Block A is older and less well planned, its shape 1nore like the 
R/As closer to the CBD; Block B appears to have laid out in the 1970s, after the War of 
Liberation. It is planned on a grid si1nilar to Agrabad R/ A in Chittagong, and Uttara and 
Dhann1ondi in Dhaka. Leila's father bought land and built an apartment building at the 
beginning of Block B's develop1nent; he now owns other properties there. Roushan's parents 
1noved into the area at about the satne ti1ne; her brothers 'grew up' with Leila's, but Roushan 
now lives in her husband's fainily residence in an older part of Chittagong. Both fainilies 
have ancestral ties outside the Chittagong District. 
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Figure 6: Chandgaon Thana 26 
One 1na1n road leads into Chandgaon R/ A, but Blocks A and B are a half-kilo1netre apart, 
separated by a s1nall dhanket (rice field) and open land. A bo01n gate 1narks entry to Block B 
today and a sentry box staffed twenty-four hours a day by shift-working unarn1ed quasi-
1nilitia. Their job is to keep an 'eye on things', to lower and lock the boom gate in place (at 
around 11 :00p1n), to raise it in the early 1norning and, during Rarnjiln , to call people to rise to 
for .vehri (the n1eal taken before daybreak and the second prayer of the day). They are well-
placed to know the co1nings and goings fro1n Chandgaon, and to s01ne extent, the movements 
within. I lived and worked in Block B. 
26 Source: The Asiatic Society ofBangladesh: http://www.banglapedia.search .corn.bd/Banglapedia 
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Roadways in Chandgaon are bitu1nenised; the verges are used by pedestrians and wandering 
cattle, have shade trees and are grassed, but beco1ne 1nuddy and slippery during the 111onsoon. 
Residential grey-water runs into open drains that feed into the large 1nain drain (wide enough 
to require bridges where it crosses local roads) that bisects the area. The drains and 111uddy 
verges 111ake pedestrian access difficult. Between 1999 and 2002 changes in the use of 
residential blocks created increased traffic flows - rilda, 'baby taksis ', 111icro-buses and 
private cars - that put further pressure on pedestrians.28 
On the western boundary of Block B is a s1nall dhanket (rice field), beyond which lie two 
sn1all grarn. These grllm actually for111 a n1ral enclave between Chandgaon and the urban area 
of Sholashar. S01ne of the CHADEP staff (junior officers and drivers and their fa1nilies) live 
27 Source: The Mappa, Dhaka, Bangladesh (modified). 
28 
See "Footpaths for whom?" in Th e Daily Star http ://wwv,,·.dailystarnc,:vs.com.i200207/3 l /n2073107.htm 
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in these gra,n. They walk to work, because like many local NGOs in Chittagong CHADEP ·s 
Head Office is in Block B; it leases the whole of a residential apart1nent building. 29 
Between 1999 and 2001 , n1ore CHADEP employees 1noved fro1n other parts of Chittagong to 
live in Block B itself. People had been talking in 1999 about 1noving; their chief reason the 
convenience of living close to work, which would be connected 1nore with the ability to go 
ho1ne for lunch, and with time spent in travelling than to cost. CHADEP provides free 
transport to any Head Office statI needing it, and rents throughout Chittagong seen1 
standardized based on nu1nber of bedromns and position within the building. The other 
advantage would be the consolidation of staff into one area, extending the notion of' one big 
happy family' beyond the workplace into the urban space. This would create a unifying sense 
of desh spatially, and of samaj socially, ainong CHADEP e1nployees. 
At the saine ti1ne, 1nost bhadralok regarded Chandgaon RI A as too suburban and lacking the 
clout of older Chittagong (e.g. Anderkilla, Kotwali, Alkharan, Lalkhan Bazar), which they 
tenned the 'real Chittagong'. Other people who considered and then rejected the idea of 
1noving to Chandgaon, pointed out the disadvantages: Chandgaon RI A is suburban and too far 
fr01n the CBD and its facilities. One family, having 1noved, subsequently regretted it when 
they found then1selves cut off fron1 other fainily 1ne1nbers. It was increasingly unsafe to travel 
by public transport between their new ho1ne and their relatives'. They also missed easy access 
to telecon11nunication centres (usually sn1all kiosks) that had phones with an international 
connection, fax and e-1nai] facility. 
Within the boundary of Block B, a s1nall basti (slu1n area) services the needs of people 
(111ainly wo1nen, s01ne with babies and s1nall children) e1nployed as do1nestic staff in 
households , NGOs and schools, in Block B. This tiny urban-rural basti is essentially 
unserviced - a deep tube well provides drinking and cooking water, and a pond is used for 
bathing and laundry. W 01nen in this co1n1nunity are 'beneficiaries' of local NGOs (i.e. those 
within Block B, but significantly not CHADEP whose work is ahnost entirely with rural 
chhotolok), and can access reasonably priced health services in the area. Neither obviously 
hon1eless people nor 'street people' live in Chandgaon, but tokai scavenge from household 
rubbish tipped out onto vacant land. 
29The building is four-storeyed; each storey contains one three-bedroom apartment (it also has accommodation on its roof). No conversion of the spaces has occurred . If CHA DEP moved out, the building would immedi ately he ready for use as a residenti al building. 
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Beggars are an i1nportant and necessary paii of Musli1n society. Bhadramahila watching 
from behind the veranda grille so1neti1nes send a servant down to the street with a s1nall 
offering. The beggars who c01ne regularly to residences in Chandgaon RI A see1n to live 
outside Block B. They are so1netimes in groups of two or three. There is also the possibility 
of a single beggar. The three are blind, or nearly blind. They process through suburban 
streets, hand on the shoulder of the man in front, except, of course, the leader who walks with 
a long stick in his hand. They chant in a 1nix of Arabic and Bengali and perhaps Urdu; the 
sequence of the chant begins with the leader and passes along to each 1nan behind in turn. 
The two are severely incapacitated - withered legs and unable to walk. They propel 
the1.nselves forward using their powerful upper torso; wooden shoes on their hands to protect 
the1n fron1 dirty hot roads. The two also chant in sequence. And the one? 1 called hi1n the 
'rolling beggar'. He had only one leg, and he rolled on the road, holding a tin. To protect his 
hips he wears a diaper cut fr01n a tyre inner tube and pads of rubber on his one knee and his 
elbows. He also chants. 
A feature of Block B is the public open space and c01n111unity facilities. Across the street 
fron1 where I lived in 2001-02 is a large field, two urban streets deep and six urban residential 
blocks long. In the 1niddle is a maja (gravesite of a pfr) fenced off fr01n the public space. An 
ur.v (religious festival) is held around the majc1 each year and little stalls selling snacks and 
souvenirs , and rides for the children are set up. 30 The public space is also used by cricket 
teams playing in district co1npetitions and by hundreds of boys and youths in the late 
afternoon to play cricket and soccer. Other activities include: n1en and boys flying kites in late 
sm111ner-early autu1nn; school sports' days; a local co1nrnunity entertairnnent event. 
Once a year the conunittee 1nanaging the Block B field opens it and a c01n111unity mela (fair) 
is held with entertainers and speeches - a fa1nily event. In the years before her maITiage Leila 
helped organize the me/a and gave recitals of Rabindra sangeet. In Chandgaon RIA 1niddle 
class n1ores prevail in these matters, and despite her talent and bhadralok status, once Leila 
n1a1Tied Yusuf she confonned to a convention that a 1nanied wo1nan does not perforn1 in 
public and she ceased. In contrast, Rani, living in what has been until recently a 1nore open 
pati of Chittagong perfonns publicly in theatre and co1nn1unity mela. 
30 See below Chapter Fi ve for a fmiher discu ssion of one such urf 
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Ownership, investment, and travel 
Land ownership is an attribute of the solidness and respectability of bhadralokness. Son1e 
bhadralok own the apartlnent building where the household residence is situated, but it is not 
uncon11non for urban bhadralok (both individuals and households) to lease an apart1nent in 
the city and to own land outside, in the rnofussil or ancestral gram. 
Bhadramahila seeking to establish then1selves as solid and respectable, and to provide for 
their own long-tenn financial security, have recently begun to invest in land. Ayesha owns 
land in urban Chittagong, and Leila in a quandary over the dangers of seeming too affluent, 
and thereby attracting the attention of kidnappers or mas tan, sold her land in Chittagong, but 
bought a section of ancestral land in the Cox's Bazar district fr01n 1nembers of her father's 
fa1nily. 
In Chandgaon RJ A, as in urban Bangladesh generally, what floor or storey you live on is a 
1narker of social status. The ground floor of 1nost buildings is usually blocked by the two-
metre high boundary wall surrounding the property, and is consequently dark; it can also be 
subject to flooding during the 1nonsoon, and 1nosquito infestation, but is cool in sm11111er. The 
top floor has the best views and easy access to the roof, but will be hot in su1n1ner. Pren1imn 
residences are those in the 111iddle floors, high enough for views, cross-ventilation, insulated 
against heat by the higher storeys, light, and relatively insect free. A free-standing single 
storey dwelling is rare, but some exist in Block B and recently Razia and her husband 1noved 
into one of those - a distinct 1nove upward, because privacy is guaranteed and capacity to pay 
for a single dwelling is a sign of affluence. 
Broon1field c01n1nents: " ... new bhadralok culture [i.e. the result of 19 th century 
111odernization] was the product of the urban enviromnent of Calcutta, but it did not re1nain an 
exclusively urban pheno1nenon, for the bhadralok had their roots deep in the soil of rural 
Bengal where they held the land they prized so highly"( 1968: 11 ). He continues that the 
interchange was "sustained by a variety of fonnal and infonnal institutions" (ibid.) that 
included extended joint fainily with a fainily residence in the gram, visits to festivals and by 
s01neti1nes using the fainily residence in the gram as a retreat in retire1nent, a practice that 
continues to this day. Chittagonian bhadralok, urbanised and '1nodern', 1naintain good 
relations with fa1nily living in the ancestral gram - from this they derive their sense of being 
'rooted' thereby avoiding the 'rootlessness' they perceive in Dhaka. 
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Fan1ilies also invest in renovations and i1nprove1nents for ancestral barf (ho1nestead); retired 
parents, a widowed parent, or extended fainily uses these residences. Bhadralok visit these 
residences regularly; other properties 111ight be leased out. 
When Leila heard I would be visiting Sufia and her husband's fainily, she co1n111ented that 
she wasn't sure they could clai1n bhadralok status because they live in a mofi,tssil. 31 "If they 
could afford to live in the town, why are they living in a mofussil?" As it turned out, Sufia 's 
father-in-law's fainily is a substantial landowner in the area where they live, and in other 
ways the fa1nily showed they were indeed bhadralok (education status, language, openness to 
the baire.) 
Bhadralok have investlnents in governn1ent bonds, and so1ne hold shares in c01npanies, but 
on the whole the highest status areas of consmnption are ones that can be seen by people 
outside the fa1nily. Chittagonian bhadralok with surplus 1noney have, in the past, expected to 
spend it on ite1ns such as jewellery and expensive .varf, private cars, 1nobile phones, and land. 
Until quite recently, little 1noney was spent on the interiors of a residence. This situation is 
obviously changing; one of the people involved in this project conducts an interior design 
business with a colleague, in order to supplen1ent his incon1e. 
Another way a bhadralok (and likewise bara!ok) fainily can de1nonstrate (i.e. 'show') their 
'solidness', and that their lives are 'fine' is through vacation travel, either to other parts of 
Bangladesh or overseas (Singapore, India, Thailand, and Malaysia are favourite destinations). 
It is always i1nportant that people know of your good fortune. While Yusuf and Leila were in 
Singapore I visited Arjun and Maya and 1net there a 1nan fro1n Dhaka who used to work for 
CHADEP. He asked: "Where are you living?" When I replied with Yusuf and Leila, he said: 
"That is not possible. They are in Singapore." Then I asked: "How do you know they are in 
Singapore?" He replied: "Yusif bhai rang me and told me." Arjun confinned that in the few 
days before they left, Yusuf and Leila rang around n1any of Yusuf's fonner CHADEP 
colleagues to tell the good news of their overseas trip. 
Only 1ny well-off colleagues could afford to take leave. Most converted their leave 
entitle1nents into an extra cash bonus to help eke out their small salaries; they visited their 
grc7m during the national public holidays. When taken, vacations are usually short. Bhadra!ok 
habitually li1nit holidays to periods of not 1nore than five days. The cost of being away from 
31 
"Mo.fussir' refers to the semi-rural urban fringe of cities like Chittagong, and to larger rural towns. 
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ho1ne - financial , and the e1notional cost of anxiety about the safety of their hon1e and 
possessions - is an obvious consideration. There are, however, others. One 1nan told me: "We 
do not like long holidays, we are bored with doing the sanie thing, going to the same beach 
every day, looking at the same shops ... ,m 
Education and professional training 
Education is a signifier of status, it i1nparts prestige; educated people are seen as 'disciplined' 
- an attribute of' bhadralokness'. Bhadralok fan1ilies use educational attainment as another 
fon11 of differentiation between the1nselves and others (chhotolok, middle class business 
111en). Historically, the significance of forn1al education in the 19 th- early 20 th century 
1nodernization of Bengal was such that it was a require1nent for bhadramahila as well as 1nen 
(Chatte1jee 1989:628). Choudhury, however, re1narks, " ... within the iniquitous social syste1n 
and the patronage of the state, education consolidated the class rather than the nation'' (2002b: 
59). 
Many bhadralok parents expect their children to excel at school so their achievements can be 
'shown' in social interactions with other bhadralok. A1nit, referring to this practice, said he 
and Dinu do not 'push' their son by drilling hi1n at h01ne in rote learning of classroom 
lessons; and they see no need for their son to attend coaching classes. "He might not stand at 
the top of his class," said A1nit "but I watch him and listen to him, and he is a capable boy." 
Roushan similarly expressed disquiet about the way she sees bhadralok children being 'used' 
by their parents to achieve and 1naintain fa1nily reputation, and Rani c01nn1ented, ''parents 
think only about schooling, not the psychology of children, not culture. Children are not 
growing in their minds, only in their lessons." 
Almost every fan1ily involved in n1y research was sending their children to a private school. 
Motivation was diverse. In a nu1nber of cases where children attended "Little Jewels'' school, 
parents (Leila and Yusuf, Kun1ar and Binodini, and Ayesha ' s brother and his wife) were 
concerned that their children should beco1ne fluent English speakers - the school is an 
English 1nedium school. Parents sending their children to Phulki (Bidyut, Sarwar and Rani , 
Arjun and Maya) said their 1nain reasons were that the school is the only truly secular private 
school in Chittagong, no fonnal religious instruction takes place, it is a Bangla 1nediu111 
school (although English is taught there as a second language), and the school has a good 
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reputation for excellence in the instruction in liberal and plastic arts; paintings, etchings, and 
pottery produced by children at the school , and conversations with the children show they are 
encouraged to be creative, and expressive in their use of language 
University education is also acknowledged as a signifier of status , and 1nany of the 
participants have progressed to post-graduate studies in Chittagong or Dhaka, and overseas. 
Attendance at Chittagong University can be extre1nely difficult for students . As I discuss in 
Chapter Five, the radical extre1nist student group ShibTr is active on the Chittagong campus 
either inti1nidating students or forcing closures of the university. Reaching the end of a degree 
requires considerable co1n1nit1nent and endurance. The adverse circmnstances constrain 
young bhadra!ok: they can expect a four-year undergraduate degree course to stretch to five , 
six, or seven years. When they cannot attend, students are forced to re1nain at ho1ne "sitting 
idle", a situation that has n1ore serious ra1nifications for fe1nale students than the 1nales: 
young 111en are free to 111ove around in the baire; young wo1nen are 1nore restricted. 
In what appears as a co1n1non attribute of Bengali bhadralokness , bhadra!ok are often 
e1nployed in professions for which they have not trained. :n Sarwar drew my attention to this 
one day at CHADEP. "Look around" he said, "not one p erson in this room is working in the 
prof ession they have trained.for. ' ' Two bhadramahila, for exainple, worked as financial 
n1anagers, but had qualified as physicists at Chittagong University, and a 1nan who conducted 
education projects graduated in Econ01nics. In choosing to work for an NGO, each person had 
deliberately chosen en1ployn1ent as a 'service holder' (chakrajibi). As service holders they 
engage in e1nploy1nent perceived, according to Prindle, by 1niddle class Chittagonian 
Muslin1s as less prestigious than that of "business1nan" (baebsae). 34 
Prindle also points out, " [ o ]ccupational identity is particularly important in Chittagong' ' 
(1988 :268) ,35 and graduates and their fainilies benefit best when they are able to describe their 
achieve1nents in tenns of an occupational title, a mere degree is not sufficient. When one 
n1eets bhadra!ok (won1en and 1nen) for the first ti1ne it is c01n1non for them to use an 
occupational title in introducing then1selves: "I am a p oet.'' "I run my own NGO."" ! am a 
32 The di scomfort mi ght also stem from bein g away from desh. 33 See Robinson's comment on Satyajit Ray th at one of his "cardin al principles has been to apply himself onl y to th at at whi ch he is naturally gifted; he feels th at Benga l is have always been in clined to encourage round pegs to try to fit th emselves into squ are holes" ( 1997:43). 34 Prindle's Muslim infonnants expressed th eir ''pride in themselves as businessmen with an old and respected tradition of trade'' ( 1988 :268). Her in fo1111ants differenti ated people as either "busin essmen' ' (baebsae) , or "service holders" (chakrajibi) (ibid.). 
35 See her comments on th e di stinction between 'big' (baro) and ' little' (chh olo) workers (270). 
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doctor." "I am an engineer." Historically, teachers have been held in high esteem within the 
Chittagong samaj; people with a parent who is/was a teacher spoke proudly of their 
contributions to society. Saying: "I am a teacher" or "he is a teacher" generates a positive 
response. I did notice, on the other hand, that so1ne bhadralok, paying private school fees , 
regard the teachers in the school as their etnployees: "I pay their salaries. they have to do as I 
say. " 
Bhadramahila who are doctors , engineers , or acadetnics , benefit particularly fron1 such self-
ascription. Leila, and Roya (Dhaka born, but now living in Australia) com1nented that these 
professions are of such high value in the hierarchy of professions, giving thetn a ranking 
equivalent or higher than baebsae, that when a bhadramahila achieves the title no one would 
consider asking her father's or husband's name. 
Leila believes Yusuf's status was enhanced not just by c01npleting the Chartered 
Accountant's qualifications, but also by the fact he could say, "I am an accountant." Their 
sons also benefit fr01n this, they are able to tell their 'batch1nates': "My.father is an 
accountant", and now, of course, as no longer a service holder but a 'businessman', n1ore 
highly regarded in the Muslin1 §wnqj 
Bhadralok display extre1ne sensitivity about job title as in the case of Sabina's husband , Syed, 
who was provident in caring for his fatnily while Sabina studied for her post-graduate degree 
in Australia. One of the jobs he took led to hitn being trained as a chef ( a fairly high-status 
occupation in urban Australia) . He is not c01nfortab]e with the situation he finds himself in, 
even though he holds a responsible and comparatively highly paid position. Pointing to his 
chefs unifonn, he said: "you know this is not vvho I am, this is not my profession, I am a 
. l . ,,3c> SOClO ,ogzst ... 
Rehan, a CJ-IADEP driver who accon1panied 1ne on a visit to a physician, provided a 
conventional view of the nexus between occupational status and day itto. Pointing to the 
schedule of fees displayed in the waiting ro01n, he translated for 1ne: " The small ,nan: tk50/-, 
The big man: tkl 50/-. " This was the appropriate way for a 111edical practitioner to behave -
discri1ninate between the poor and the rich in the payment of fees. Not all doctors followed 
this convention and Rehan was quite worried about the rapaciousness of so1ne. One he knows 
charges each patient between tk:200/- and tk300/-. As this doctor is a consultant specialist, and 
36H is comment is remini scent of the statement Razia made about her burqc1, see Chapter Five. 
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only sees patients in his ro01ns in order to refer the1n for surgery, his consultations are short --
according to Rehan only five 1ninutes a ti1ne. Rehan said it was possible this doctor earns 
tkl 0, 000/- a day (a month's salary for a manger at CHADEP). If doctors like this man were 
'big 111en/rich 1nan', owned many properties, a car, and so on, why did they need to continue 
de1nanding fees for consultations once they have ainassed their fortunes? Rehan believed that 
a 'good' 1nan would not be so greedy. 
The problems facing bhadralok 
Choudhury, c01mnenting on the role of the 1niddle classes (i.e. bhadralok) in the development 
of the 'new state' post 1971, says: 
Ideologically, the new state is a continuation of what it was before. It favours a few to 
the det1iment of the many. A small pati of the middle class has become fabulously rich 
through corruption, trade, smuggling and linkage with donors; the larger part has gone down. The poor have remained where they were, insecure and despairing. (2002b: 6) 
He 1naintains what was gained for the new state by "the 1nasses has been misappropriated by 
the ruling classes with a rapacity and shainelessness not always equalled"(ibid.). 37 Choudhury 
is talking of Bangladesh in general; the c01n1nents apply to Chittagong. 
Jahangir once co1nplained about the proble1n of working in an NGO: no opportunities. His 
brother, on the other hand, has escaped the proble1n of being a service holder, because, 
according to Jahangir, "My brother is an engineer. I-le works.for the GOB. He has many 
. . d h . . h "38 opportum tzes, an now e zs a rzc ,nan. 
In 1998, I attended a nu1nber of large parties (over the space of three weeks) to celebrate the 
marriage of a 1nale colleague to the daughter of a cust01ns officer. 39 The parties were lavish; 
the gifts bestowed on the couple by the bride's fainily expensive and extravagant; the bride's 
fa1nily flew to Calcutta to purchase special gannents for the wedding. "How is this possible?" 
I asked. "He is a customs officer" I was told, "he has many opportunities." On the whole, 
':-? According to Syed Wa1iullah, a Bangladeshi social scientist: "Money and muscle power are all that matter." Waliullah is Former Director General, National Institute of Population Research and Training (NT PORT). His comments are in ''Social Change in Bangladesh" at http ://wwv,'.th edailystar. net/ 200JI07/23/d3072 _"rn2052 7.!itrn. 38 See Vam,a on corrupt customs officials in India . Conupt officials there are paid for their 'cooperation '; they are 
' kept happy' when they ' help' people who pay bribes (and that is the exact language I heard in Chittagong). Varma comments: "The low official functionary , on the basis of his salary and what he could earn as extra, was, until the mid-sixties, generally resigned to his status on the fringes of the middle class. But now, with the increase in opportunities and money, his purchasing power and hi s pretensions looked decidedly upwards. The increasing acceptability of corruption reduced hi s need to cloak his gains. In tem1s of income and perquisites, which were there to see, he aggressively claimed a place in the middle-class pantheon" ( 1998:92). See also Gupta 1995. 
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people accepted invitations to the celebrations for two reasons: loyalty to a well-liked 
colleague, and a desire to be seen at the festivities. Bhadralok 1night hold an objective view 
that corruption is unethical, but they are unlikely to disassociate fr01n people wh01n they 
know, and who1n they know are engaged in corrupt practices. 
Prindle says: "Wealth is important ... to both business1nen and service holders ... The social 
honor of the lavish giver is defined and perpetuated in relation to others who cannot afford to 
give as 111uch" (1988:271 ).40 In conte1nporary bhadralok Chittagong, gifts of Jaindari .varT 
(fr01n Dhaka) and Banarasee .var[ (fr01n India) are still 1nade by the groon1 to his natun bou 
(new wife) , but consmner iten1s (electrical white goods, televisions, even n1otor vehicles) are 
an1ong the gifts a bride 's fainily bestows on the groon1. The practice of extracting gatertaka 
(a s1nall mnount of 1noney, which is in effect a 'bride price') fro111 the groo1n by younger 
me1nbers of the bride's fa1nily is still 1naintained in urban Chittagong. Young people jokingly 
bar the groon1's progress into the groon1's section of the 1naniage hall. He has to negotiate 
with the1n, offering money to gain entry - in one instance tk3,000/-. 41 
During negotiations for one arranged 1narriage the bride's fainily circulated photos of the 
prospective bride. In every one she was posed ( each ti1ne in a different §art) in front of 
various articles of household appliances - a large refrigerator, a large television - and other 
consu1ner iten1s such as a large glass-fronted china cabinet and her own fainily's 1notor 
vehicle. Her father gave her a 1notor vehicle as a gift after the inarriage.42 
The negotiations for this n1arriage reflected another feature of 1nodern 1narriage arrangements 
c01mnented on by Lindenbau1n: " ... negotiating parties express pri1nary interest in the young 
1nan ' s inco1ne and the won1an's co1nplexion, and a secondary concern with the groon1 's 
~
9 At th e engagement party th ere were over one th ousand guests, at th e gaia ht1 /ud for the groom (I did not attend th e bride' s) about three hundred, and over three th ousand at th e weddin g feast. I return to a di scussion of th is 
marri age, in parti cul ar the negotiations between th e bride's and th e groom's famili es, in Chapter Seven. 4° For other pa1is of Bangladesh see Gnrdn er 1995 : 130-134. 41 In n more traditional, or rural setting, gatertaka is '"extorted' from th e groom by th e bride's young brothers ns he first breaches th e entrance to th eir compound" (Lindenbaum 198 1 :395). 42 Lindenbaum says the demands from upper- and middle-class urban and rural grooms' famili es for gifts of 
consumer items of foreign manufacture "marks th e transiti on of East Bengal from its colonial dependence on Britain ... to its more total incorporation into capitali st world relationships" ( 198 1 :396). She refers to a conference paper by Prindle that I ha ve not been able to locate: "Carol Prindle likewise reports th e superi ority of wife- takers over wife-givers among the Muslim business community in Chittagong. The heavy gift-givin g obliga tion by th e bride's family, as well as the lav ish wedding expenditure th at she notes as a fea ture of the region , is attributed to th e ' power of money' in the busin ess communities of th e old port city and intern ational trading center" (ibid .). 
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'dynastic background' and the bride 's education" (398) .43 The bride 's fa1nily was pleased to 
be joining with a bhadralok fan1ily, so the groo1n's background was not inconsequential. 
Rani asks: "why are people in my generation not contributing to my country?" then answered 
her own question: 
Be.fore I 971 we lived in large extended.famif-v - everyone looked after each other. After I 971, there are economic and social problems. People live in nuclearfa,nifv unit, and 
mothers have to work. People are thinking all the time about money. Teachers try to get 
students to pay them - set up coaching program.mes. 
Roushan, discussing bureaucratic corruption and conspicuous consu1nption in Chittagong, 
said: "So ,nany rich people in Bangladesh - you can't imagine. There's money justf(ving in 
the sky. " She indicated she was not i1npressed. 
There are apparently people who say they are bhadralok, who are not really bhadralok. 
People, referring to the saine pheno1nenon Roushan had described, s01neti1nes discussed the 
noveau riche in Chittagong as people who do not respect bhadralok values, who use '1nuscle 
power' to achieve their goals. 44 Leila su1n1narized a con1mon com1nent: "these .'false· 
bhadralok have become bhadralok very quickly. Is this possible? How can ~vou hecome 
bhadralok quickly'?'' [n other words you achieve bhadralok status over time, you do not 'get' 
it si1nply by having 1noney. 
C01n1nents 1nade by 1nany people at the ti1ne of the large wedding discussed above indicated 
the custon1 's officer was not considered 'true' bhadralok. He had used his econo1nic 
' opportunities' to bec01ne 111idd1e class, but he had acted corruptly in the process. He was now 
trying to show he was bhadralok, but his behaviour did not meet bhadralok standards; he was 
not respectable. In contrast is the atte1npt by another 1nan, a Musli1n of previously chhotolok 
status, to 1nove towards bhadralok status. His progress has been slow and steady, and it 
appears his desire is not so 1nuch for hi1nself and his wife but for their only son. The son for 
exan1ple attends a private school and a private drawing acade1ny and has been given a · 
Bengali name that is used to refer to hi1n all the time. The man inherited a substantial sum of 
1noney on the death of a close relative in 2000 and he bought new furniture for his s1nall 
house near Block B and a parcel of land at the boundary of Chittagong city. In tin1e he will 
4
~ In another set of negotiations, although the groom's family were satisfied with the bride's complex ion and education , the groom's mother was not at all happy about the bride's height - she was too short! 44 The swagger of the nouvea u ri che employer, and of hi s imitative peon, is captured in a Taslima Nasrin poem translated and quoted by Alam 1998:454-55. Both men ex ploit women, show in g that "women's subjugation indeed crosses class lines" ( 454). Kotalova says: " ln Gameranga, the self-importance of the new wea lth y, unsustained by 
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build a fainily barf on the land. Noth1ng is done ostentatiously, and while so1ne bhadra!ok 
1nocked his efforts, on the whole he seen1s assured of success, because he has been careful in 
his approach to 'bhadralokness'. The distinction being 1nade was that a bhadralok 1night act 
corruptly, but a person could not achieve' bhadralokness' through corruption, and lavish 
spending, alone. 
Having money and spending it is not necessarily inin1ical to bhadra!ok values. Whether a 
person is a true bhadralok or not, conspicuous consumption as described above is 1rnportant 
to Chittagonian bhadralok as either a status building, or as status 1naintenance activity. They 
spend a lot of tin1e and energy 1naintaining the fainily's reputation. Lately, that activity has 
carried large risks. 45 Dacoity is conunon in public spaces. In 1999, Rini was held up three 
ti1nes at Tiger Pass on her way hon1e fr01n shopping expeditions after work and robbed of 
money, jewellery (a gold chain, a wrist watch), and on one occasion her bus ticket to Dhaka 
where she intended visiting her husband who works there. Her c01runent was: "I think I conie 
to work to earn money.for dacoits." Intercity express buses ( especially the air-conditioned 
ones) are frequently held-up in re1note locations by bands of dacoits who strip bhadralok 
passengers of their jewellery and wallets. 46 
Kidnapping is c01n1non; children as well as adults are victi1ns; de1nands for ransom are huge 
and victin1s are s01neti1nes 1nurdered when a de1nand is not met. Int11nidation is rife, as Leila 
found out when threatened by the chhotolok 1nen fro1n the masjid in the aftennath of a 1notor 
vehicle accident in 2001.47 When they ca1ne to confront her, they re1ninded her that "these are 
d(fferent times ... the police will not protect you." The suggestion was that people rich enough 
to en1ploy "1nuscle power" were not in fear of the police, who 1night anyway be in the pay of 
the rich. It could be inferred fr01n their te1nerity that s01neone rich enough to e1nploy 'rnuscle 
power' (Shibfr'?) was behind their action. 48 
reputation (bha/a nam [literally: ' good name']), i.e. history of accumulated merits, is ridiculed . People arc quick to distinguish between new rich, upwardly moving upstarts from genuine bhodro/ok (sic)" ( 1993: I 51 ). 45 Of course, not only bhadra/ok suffer: chhoto/ok, particularly in urban bas!i and in the gram , suffer tenibly . Communal violence is often concentrated in the gram. 46 After hearing of what happened to Maya when her bus was held up just outside Comilla, Rita commented it is probably better to travel by non-air conditioned bus. 4 7 See Chapter Seven. 
48 Violence of the 'muscle power' kind in Colombia, as Jimeno points out, is based on fear, insecurity, and di stru st of authority. " ... [C]ertain segments of society support the use of force hy ... gueri !las: the struggle is just as there is injustice in society and injustice stems from a macro-entity, the state, which, as entity incarnating authority, it is necessary to destroy." She refers to her own earlier work on violence and continues: '' ... there is little confidence in authority in society, there is no belief that authority guarantees collective or individual rights . . . Although authority is distrusted for being arbitrary, there is general concern that it should not be abandoned . Thus it is not as contradictory as it seems that the opponents of the guerillas, the so-called paramilitaries, should invoke precisely 
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Consistent with societal values that stress personal appearance is the prevalence of persona 1 
violence that leaves the victi1n 1nai1ned (ainputation - feet, hands, fingers; eye gouging; 
cutting tendons; and tongue slitting); and/or scarred (acid attacks); and dysfunctional as full 
social beings (all the above). 49 Victi1ns are 111arked for life. Rape acts, another form of 
interpersonal violence, are s01netimes photographed or videoed by the perpetrator(s), and the 
record circulated in the won1an's .farnaj. 50 
In Chittagong, 1nen with '1nuscle power', i.e. 1niddle class business 111en, and corrupt public 
servants, rich enough to e1nploy ,nastan to inti1nidate, murder, disfigure, and kidnap, are 
exploiting the ineffectiveness and corruption of the local police force, people's fears, and the 
people's lack of trust in constituted authority. At the saine ti1ne, the 1nen with '1nuscle power' 
act as if they either have i1n1nunity under the law or the actual support of political parties 
(both govermnent and opposition). Their victi1ns feel powerless. Bhadralok activists who talk 
of the need for a civil war also support a reactionary govern1nent that uses the 1ni litary to 
i1npose law and order. 
Choudhury uses the idea of '1niddleness' to 1nake a different point when he discusses the rise 
of the bhadralok during the colonial period (again using the tenn "1niddle class" to signify the 
group) and says: 
The middle class felt that the revolution was needed, but as typical of it, did not want it 
to happen. The class was educated, and , therefore, critical of the culturally backward 
society it lived in . The performance of the class is typified by the duality of a group of 
educated young men in the nineteenth century who called themselves the Young 
Bengal. They hated almost eve1ything around them and competed with each other in displaying their hatred, but, were, at the same time, very obedient to the state. (2002b: 6-7) 
Maintaining all the ele1nents of 'correct personage', including 'happiness/fineness', is a 
challenge for bhadralok who wish to assert the1nselves in their samaj. As we have already 
seen political activis1n can be dangerous. No guarantees are inherent in the practice of setting 
the ineffectiveness of established authority in controlling the guerillas and protecting citizens as the justification for their existence and actions" (200 I :23 I). 49 The thought of hand and finger amputation in a society that is ' right-handed ' is frightening. A person maimed by amputation must constantly be challenged by having to resolve the dilemma: " How do I eat? Ho w do I clean 
rnyse/f?'' Shehabuddin writes of the cases of rural poor, particul arly women, who suffer as a result of Jarva, imposed by village Salish (traditional arbitration council). The punishments meted out bring shame on the alleged transgressor, and are designed to be 'seen' by the transgressor's family and .fomaj. She describes the fate of Rokeya, accused of adultery: " ... she was dragged , half-naked , to an open field ... and tied to a tree. ln front of a few hundred people, her hair was cut short, and her face and breasts were smeared with soot" ( 1999b: IO 18 ). Feldman comments, "[s] hame is based on sanctions imposed by members of a group with whom there is frequent interaction. It is effective because people are complicit in establishing the rules of the game and can be sanctioned by authorities who are authorized by members of the community" (200 I: I 05). 
-"
0 Many rape victims commit suicide - by hanging, or drownin g themselves in the household ' pond '. 
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up NGOs. Through being involved in NGOs, people so1netin1es place then1selves and their 
fan1ilies at risk. The risks 1night be public ridicule, false accusations of financial i1npropriety 
( accusations con1rnon across the whole area of NGO ad1ninistration in Bangladesh and 
particularly ironic in the case of Maya who had to give up her salaried job to continue her 
unpaid work with urban poor), and/or accusations of self-aggrandize1nent. Physical risks are 
not at all unco1n1non. The bhadralok most successful in handling those risks were those who 
showed they had a strong sense of intra-psychic autono1ny (see Chapter Six), who were 
focussed on positive outcon1es in their self-assertiveness, and who could successfully hold 
conservative and progressive 111odes of Bengali tradition in balance. 
In the following two chapters I discuss the relationship between bhadralok and their .vamc~j 
and with their desh as they seek to 1naintain status (and prestige) by keeping up historical 
bhadralok practices of leadership, social refonn, and con11nit1nent to 'Bengaliness' through 
education, language, political activisn1 and other cultural practices. 
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Three: Bhadralok relations with nation (desh) and overseas (bidesh) 
Simple question but let me ask. Do you love your counhJ1? ff the answer is yes, then 
when was the last time you did something for it? If the answer is no, then do you ever feel guilty for it? 
Mohammad Badrul Ahsan, Op-Ed Column, Th e Daily Star Friday 20June 2003 , 
1.;v1.;v1.;v.dai lystarncws.com/200306/20/n3062002 .htrn l 
In this and the subsequent chapter I exmnine desh ('country), how it is affected by bidesh 
('not-country ' ), and how bhadralok 1nanage interactions within their desh and between desh 
and bidesh. 
The relationship of bhadralok to desh has becon1e a site of conflict since the 61ne of partition 
in 194 7. Historically, bhadralok nonns stress loyalty to Bangalee (Bengali) values -
expressed through love of language, respect for societal plura1is1n, and secularis1n. 
Increasingly they face pressure to confom1 to a 1nore Islainized "Bangladeshi ' nationalis1n, 
and sanctions when they do not. 
Bhadralok as NGO workers, or as civil servants, are also important actors in the relationship 
between their desh and the overseas bidesh. Most of the people who participated in this 
research project work, or until recently have worked, in the service sector for Non-
Govern1nent Organizations (NGOs) or the Government of Bangladesh (GOB). One aspect of 
overseas bidesh in1pact is pressure fron1 international aid donors on Bangladesh to 
'1nodernize' , and becon1e in effect 1nore 'westen1". NGOs are expected to meet international 
'best practice ' standards in management; required to 'sign off' on all contracts funded by 
international aid donors, and to confonn with i1nposed conditions of sustainability and 
transparency. Bhadra!ok perceive this pressure as only the 1nost recent chapter in the story of 
their relationship with the overseas bidesh. They have been responding to exogenous pressure 
to irnple1nent social reforn1 and to '111odemize' since at least the 1nid- l 9th century. 
Bangalee or Bangladeshi? 
In Bangladesh, the definition of "who is and who is not 'inside ' ... is an ever-expanding 
category .. .' '(Gardner 1995: 26) , 1 but the definition is one 1nade between people as they 
interact. The context is , as in all social relationships, paramount. One ' s desh is " therefore 
defined on a sliding scale, since the social group with who1n one is identified is altered 
according to context" (Gardner 1995: 73). 
1 See also the di scussion on fi cti ve kinship in Chapter Seven. 
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How should citizens of the nation Bangladesh refer to themselves? Are they Bangladeshi, or 
Bangalee? What is the significance of the difference? The tenns carry ethnic and religious 
connotations: "Bangladeshi" is 1nore compatible with an Islainic ideology, while "Bangalee" 
i1nplies a Hindu derivation. Amit (a Hindu and an activist) says the distinctions have gained 
real force since 197 l and the use of the word "Bangladeshi " has "pro111oted all types of crisis 
within the country" (personal e-1nail coITespondence 31 July 2001.) The history of the debate, 
however, is long. 
Alain co1mnents that 19th century Islainization of East Bengal " ... provided a conflict of 
identity between the Bengali and the Muslim, which in Bengali political culture has often 
been formulated as two opposite poles. This identity quest of Bengali Musli1ns has been an 
oscillation between the two poles which continues even now in Bangladesh."(1998:432). 
Chatterjee dates the debate to the 19th century nationalis1n period in South Asian history 
(1993: 222-223). 2 
In the 1nid-l 9th century (1838-1848), a rebellion called the "Fairazi rebellion"3 aimed at 
ridding East Bengal of all foreign influences , took place in Faridpur (in 1nodern Bangladesh). 
Islamic refonnisn1 based on the teachings of Hajji Shariat Allah (who returned to East Bengal 
in 1821 after a 12-year sojourn in Mecca) provided the underpinnings of the rebellion 
(Bannerjee 1989: 67). The spread of the 1nove1nent also had an i1npact on popular literature in 
Bengal. The language used, refeITed to as "dobhashi" had origins which can be traced back to 
the 16th century, and it beca1ne increasingly popular after the Faraizi Move1nent gained in 
impetus. Dobhashi "was con11nonly known as Mussalman Bengali" (Ah1ned 1996: fn4 , 240) 
and was favoured by refonnist Muslims because its use enhanced their desire to resist British 
and Bengali influences (Ahmed 1996: 240-241). Followers advocated "a return to the purism 
of Isla1n shipped of all local Bengali conta111ination"(Bannerjee 1989: 119). In effect they also 
challenged traditional Bengali religious syncretisn1. 4 
Followers of Shariat Allah 's son, who assun1ed control after his father 's death in 1840, 
denounced the British. They organized a "1nilitary brotherhood and 1naintained an 
underground organization which worked independently of British law for most of the 19th 
century' ' (Robinson 1991: 122). They also demanded the re111oval of the British ad111inistration 
2 See also Al am 1993; Ghosh 1993:698; Murshid 1995 : 199; Rozario 1992: 2 1. 3 Faraiz : an Arabic word gloss ing as " du ty". Dhohashi li terall y: two languages, was actu all y deri ved not fro m two languages, but from four: Bengali , Arab ic, Persian, and Urdu (Bannerjee 1989: I 19). See a lso Robinson 1991 : 122. 4 See Roy 1996, and Chapter Five below. 
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fr01n Bengal. Much of the debate in Bangladesh today reflects the long-tern1 influences of the 
Faraizi Movement, and the later, Hindu do1ninated but secular, swadeshf 1noven1ent.5 
According to Ghosh, "Bangladesh presents an interesting case of confused identity. Much of 
its dile1mna in nation-building e1nanates fro1n this confusion"( 1993: 699). If for exatnple, 
Bangladesh asserts an Islainic identity, then the liberation struggle aided by Hindu India to 
separate fro1n Islainic Pakistan is called into question. Asserting Bengali identity, or a 
si1nultaneous assertion of Bengali and Islainic identities, both raise the risk of "n1erging its 
identity beyond recognition into that of West Bengal and its 1najor city, Calcutta, the cultural 
capital for all Bengalis in India and abroad" (ibid.). 6 
Belonging to the desh 
Belonging to the de.sh is as co1nplex as talking about it. Giltnartin infers fro1n 
Harun _or_ Rashid "that the populist economic orientation of the Bengali Muslim League, 
under the influence of Abul Hashem in the 1940s, was linked to a distinctive Bengali 
agricultural identity. The slogan 'dal-bhat' 7 called forth an i1nage of well-being linked to 
productive rice agriculture, and also, as s01ne authors have argued, a distinctively Bengali 
Musli1n identity linked to the soil" (1998: fn.22: 1088).8 
5 5 SwadeshT: literally: of one's own country. It generally refers to a movement begun in the late I 9'h century in Bengal among bhadralok that emphasized Bengali values and Bengali products. Tracing the movement back to the 1870s, Masselos argues the movement unified Hindu and Muslim Bengalis. He comments, "[a]gain , the Bengali bhadra/ok forn1ed the vanguard, patiicularly the student body who imbued it with much of its nervous energy and provided it with a strongly activist element. .. The middle bhadralok professional men of various kinds, patiicularly journalists, teachers, and lawyers, were also strong supporters of the movement. It was they who provided it with a solid backbone and with leaders" (Masselos 1972:89). Masselos also mentions the movement "at least in some 
areas and to limited extent, penetrated deeper than the bhadralok. Washermen refused to wash foreign clothes, 
cobblers to mend foreign shoes and cooks to serve masters who used foreign goods" (ibid.). Barisal is mentioned 
as one place where the movement was "especially effective" (ibid.). Varma says the movement "involved the 
masses without empowering them"(Varnia 1998:9; emphasis in original.). The movement gathered momentum as 
a protest movement after the 1905 Pa1iition of Bengal (Goswami 1989:303 ). Bengali firms entered "relatively technologically intensive product lines that demanded constant upgrading modernization and diversification'' (Goswami 1989:304). Failure to raise capitnl for infrastructural investment caused many Bengali-owned s wadesht companies to crash in the mid- I 930s. Other Indian investors bought up the Bengali-owned companies. Another factor in the failure ofthe s wadeshf business was "the emergence of multinational corporations" (ibid.). Goswami also points out Bengal is were as keen to keep out Marwari businessmen as they were against any English businessman. Bengal is and Marwaris traded verbal abuse. [304] SwadeshTfirms were not only part of the protest 
against foreign (British) influences; they were an assertion of Bengali identity (ibid.). Used by Gnndhi as a 
motivating factor in the Non-Cooperation and Quit India Movements, it emphasized the employment of semi-employed and unemployed labour to produce local products, such as homespun cloth. 6 Gupta describes the "Bengalis" of Bangladesh as subnationalist, i.e. having a sense of identity as a separate group ( 1992:74). It would be possible, to place them in Gupta ' s category of 'identities that crosscut the boundaries of 
contiguous nations" (ibid.). Fundamentalist Muslims.would fit into Gupta's category oftransnationalism (ibid). 7 That is da/-cooked rice. 
8 Kotalova also has a section "Desh and Bidesh - inside and outsides": 1993: 60-61 ; she discusses Muslim dhorm o (appropriate behaviour for people sharing desh) including food cultivation and consumption. Gilmartin 's 
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The i1nportance of consmning the produce of one's desh, as a signifier both of belonging and 
participation, is stressed by Daniel (J 984: Chapter 2) and by Gardner who has built on 
Daniel's work. Daniel says that in Tainil Nadu when a person expresses an" ... underlying 
concern ... for establishing a relationship of identifying c01npatibility with an ur he [sic] means 
a country, a state, a district, or a village. This concern results fr01n a belief that an ur is an 
identity co1nposed of substance that can be exchanged and 1nixed with the substance of 
human persons" (1984: 101).9 
In northern Bangladesh where Gardner worked people expressed linkage to village and 
h01nestead through the food they ate. As far as possible it has to be locally produced, rice and 
fish especially. Gardner says: "The food of the desh not only nourishes 1ne1nbers of the group, 
but its consu1nption is also a sign of belonging and socialisation ... The desh and its nutritious 
qualities are thus absorbed by its inhabitants and link the1n to it"( 1993: 6). Some localities are 
specifically identified by the foods produced. No conversation that 1nentions Char Alexander 
(in the Laksh1nipur District) proceeds far without references to the doi (natural yoghurt) 
1nanufactured there. Likewise the region surrounding Laksh1nipur town is famous for the 
raising of khatal (jackfruit, the national fruit). 
Within the desh , a distinctive identity, based on food is not restricted to Musli1ns, nor does it 
lead to exclusivity in the consu1nption of food; bides hf and overseas bideshf are invited to eat 
regional foods - to the extent of being c01npelled to accept hospitality. Consu1nption in these 
cases leads to substance exchange and absorption just as it does with people of the desh. Rita, 
and U1na (a Hindu bhadramahila on a visit to her natal household fro1n New Zealand where 
she was a post-graduate student) organised a prograrn1ne of activities for friends. A boat trip 
up the Kamaphuli River to the CHADEP training centre was a feature of the day. While we 
were there, Uma arranged for the centre co-ordinator and his wife to cook a feast of fish fro1n 
the centre's s1nall aquaculture pond. Over lunch U1na com1nented, "/ needed to eat this_fi,sh. 
In New Zealand I can eat.fish, but I had.forgotten the taste offish.from my own country ." 
references to ''some authors' ': Eaton , Richard 1993 Th e Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204-1 760 Berk eley: Uni versity of California Press (Gilmartin 1998: Bibliography: I 093); Thorp John P 1978 Power among th e Farmers of Daripalla: Village Study Dacca: Caritas Bangladesh (Gilma1iin 1998: Bibliograph y: I 095) : and Harun_ or_ Rashid 1987 Th e Foreshadowing of Bangladesh: Bengal Muslim League and Muslim Politics 1936-1947 Dhaka: Asiatic Soci ety of Bangladesh (Gilmartin : Bibli ograph y: 1093). 9 Daniel defin es "ur" as: "a named territory that is (I) inhabited by human bein gs who are beli eved to share the 
substance of the soil of th at territory, and (2) a territory to whi ch a Tamil cognitively orients himself at any given time" ( 1984:63). Ur then closely resembl es desh. 
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The Bangla tenn c01n1nonly used to refer to the collective of people who are 'inside' is 
"§amaj". This is another tenn that canies 1nultiple applications, as Blanchet observes in her 
recent work: 
Samaj could be applied to ethnic groups, to religious groups, to castes and sub-castes, 
as well as to nations. The Bengali samaj in the singular can be opposed to the state, to 
the brothel , or to street children. But histotically indeed samaj and jati in Bengal have been plural (and hierarchically ranked), even at the level of a village. (200 I: 9-38) 10 
Anyone who is identified as an outsider is bideshf. The category of "who is and who is not 
'inside' ... " can be used to exclude a person. In a society where the use of fictive kinship 
implies an inclusive ideology and where it is not unco1n1non for a person to assert class 
rnernbership without being openly challenged, it is ren1arkable that inclusiveness and self-
ascription do not necessarily apply to ethnicity and citizenship. 
When Bangladeshis 1neet for the first tin1e a likely question will be "Apnar desh kothae?" 
(" Where is your country?") The reply can be as precise as a specific village, but most often is 
a region in Bangladesh. Fro1n that point, people will try to establish so1ne co1n1nonality -
fan1ily, friends , or a visit to the area nained - in order to proceed c01nfortably with the next 
f l · 11 part o t 1e conversation. 
A person needs to be identified in son1e way as an 'insider' and her/his ethnicity can be called 
into question if, for s01ne reason, they do not 'fit' the stereotype of who is Bangladeshi. 
Stereotypes can include categories of religion, skin colour, and attributed ethnicity. 12 As 1ny 
experiences in Chittagong and with Bangladeshi 1nigrants, and students living overseas, have 
shown, it is not actually enough to be fro1n Bangladesh for a person to be designated 'country 
111an'. Basu and A1nin 1nake the point that Bengalis go so far as to define people fro1n other 
parts of India "not as belonging, say, to Tainil Nadu, Punjab, or Kerala, but as abanga!i, that 
is non-Bengalis. In other words, there are Bengalis, and there is everyone else'' (2000: 
endnote 21:788). 
People whose fa111ilies having been urbanized for a long time, and who do not have a district 
other than a city to refer to ( especially if the city is Dhaka), struggle with these opening 
gan1bits. Others find it hard to accept that s01neone does not have a rural connection and will 
probe until s01ne ancestry within a rural area is established. When I travelled with Jahangir 
1
° Following van Schendel , Blanchet notes the tennis an important way of defining boundaries between ' we' and they ' . 
11 See Kotalova 1993: "Alien.fat - management of otherness' ': 58-60; and Chapter 13 : 148-149: "Categories of social di stinction' ' . 
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(whose fa1nily has been Dhaka based for a long ti1ne) on fieldwork for CHADEP I saw hi1n 
change his story according to the context. After ascertaining where the other person had co1ne 
fr01n, Jahangir said he was from near the san1e place. Over the course of a week he nained 
places spread out over Bangladesh. It was in1perative for hi1n, it would see1n, to establish the 
sense of 'country 1nan' with bis interlocutors. 
On another occasion Jahangir challenged an NGO worker fr01n Dhaka, in Chittagong to 
conduct business on behalf of his organization, "You are not Bangladeshi ... you are Sri 
Lankan." As I knew the 'Dhaka' n1an to be Bangladeshi, I later asked Jahangir why he had 
said what he had. His explanation was: "He is too dark (in skin colour) to be 
Bangladeshi ... besides he is Christian." I asked: "How do you know he is Christian?" 
(Knowing in fact he was). The reply: "He acts like one. " 13 
During the War of Liberation 1nany Muslin1 Biharis, who had co1ne to Bangladesh after 
partition in 194 7, supported the Pakistanis. Life for the1n was difficult after 1971 and Thon1as 
refers to a "half a 1nillion Urdu-speaking Bihari Musli1ns" either driven out or "reduced to 
second-class citizens"(} 996: 48). Biharis I met were at so1ne pains to point out that Bengali 
was one of their indigenous languages and that they were fluent Bangla speakers, presrnnably 
trying to avoid the label "Urdu-speaking". The people who spoke to 1ne about this group, 
other Muslin1s, i1nplied that Bihari ethnicity was as n1ucb a problen1 for this group as the fact 
they had supported Pakistan - they are bideshf, and being Musli1n is not sufficient for them to 
· 14 ga1n acceptance. 
At Cox's Bazar s1nall shelters line the beach. Built of ba1nboo, tin, and blue plastic sheeting 
they belong to people who have co1ne fr01n land eroded areas on the Meghna River near 
Noakhali. "Who lives there?" I asked. "We do not know them .. . they are.from Noakhali." was 
the reply. Because Bangladeshis define desh according to context, the fact of these people 
12 There is a further discussion on stereotypes in Chapter Six. 13 Mustafa Malik tells a story regarding another form of 'nationality ' : " l belong to a joint family. My brother's son bought a piece of land in Bangladesh in my name and my brother's. He later sent me a copy of the deed registered at a Bangladesh government registration office. That deed , written in my native Bengali language, identifies me as 
"Mustafa Malik, son of so and so, of such and such village, by nationality Muslim ... " For centuries, people of the 
subcontinent have identified their 'nationality' with their religious community. Our Bangladeshi scribe ... continues that practice even though politicians have rechristened (sic) our nationalities as Indian , Pakistani , and Bangladeshi" (1997: 60). 
14 Kochanek refers to failed attempts to repatriate 250,000 'stranded ' Biharis in 1997 ( 1998: 140). Another group that has failed to gain acceptance is one made up of Rohinga refugees who fled to Bangladesh from Bu1111a. Originally housed in temporary shelters in the Cox's Bazar area south of Chittagong, there are now smal l 
communities of Rohinga Buddhists living in the Patuakhali di strict, in the delta region. Communities of Indi an 
70 
being both Bangladeshi born and Musli1n is not sufficient to include the1n automatically in the 
category 'country 1nen'. Denial of ethnicity and nationality has been extended also to the 
indigenous peoples living in the Chittagong Hills Tracts. 15 
In 2001-2002 for the first ti1ne I heard so1ne Musli1ns speak privately about an identity, an 
ethnic identity, based on an understanding of a pre-Aryan cultural tradition - they call 
the1nselves Austro-Asian. 16 In other words, they are referring to a tin1e before the Aryan 
invasion of South Asia, before the ti1ne of the Moghul E1npire, before the ti1ne of the East 
India Co1npany and the subsequent British i1nperial ad1ninistration. The significance of that 
clai1n is what is denied by i1nplication. The clai1nants are in effect saying: "We are not 
Bengali. We are not Hindu. " 
While not wanting to clai1n adivasi (tribal) status for the1nselves , because adivasi in the 
Bangladesh context are seen as "pri1nitive" and lower in status than chhotolok. the sa111e 
people often spoke of the link between Santal tribal people and Australian Aborigines. They 
clai1n that Aboriginal people fron1 Australia caine to the South Asian sub-continent to settle 
"a long ti1ne ago" .17 It is not credible that Australian Aboriginal people migrated to the sub-
continent, but in a di stant past Santai and other tribal people ( e.g. Arakanese and Chak1na) 
fr01n the region could have been ancestors of the 1nodern Musli1n clai1nants. Their narrative 
does not account for the process by which 1nodem Chittagonian Musli1ns e1nerged from the 
distant past. Their position a1nounts to a creative variation on the 'assi1nilation of 1ninorities ' 
described by Harrison (1999:245 - 247). This 'new' ethnic identity, 'new ' in the sense of 
nationals living in th e Indian national encl aves within Bangladesh are in two minds th emselves as to their nationality, but in the eyes of Bangladeshi s they are bidesh1(van Schendel 2002). 15See Ahsan & Chakm a 1989; Bertocci 1985: I 62-163; Karim I 998 ; Rolt 199 I ;van Schendel 1992b. Who is ' inside' can also contract as a category and affect the researcher. During th e first visit I was struck by the degree to which I was accepted by colleagues, some of th em overtly stating my position as a member of th eir famil y. With only two exceptions, social relations within the workplace were congeni al, and extended into many households when I visited th em. Some of this changed when I returned to Chittagong in 200 I. In th e tension post September I I 200 I, some people, who had been happy to accept me as a colleague, were now suspicious of my moti ves in returning to Chittagong. Chittagonians generall y expressed greater suspicion of outsiders th an before. The · qu es ti ons I now faced w re specifi ca lly politi cal in nature and aggress ive in ton e: "Who is paying you?"" Where is your residence?.," What NGO are you vvorkingfor?" "Did your government send you? ., "Why did your government send you'?"(Regarclless of th e reply that my government had not sent me)" Your government interferes in F[ji, in Papua New Guinea, in In donesia ... ? .. The argument that I was not directly responsible for my coun try 's actions was no longer acceptable. Just as reli gion and ethnicity had been confl ated with government policy in the case of the Hindus during and after th e War of Liberati on (so th at Hindu=lndia=enemy) I too was now being relegated by some to a ca tegory 'overseas bideshf=imperi alist=enemy' . To an ex tent I was also ca ught up in what Appadu rai has tern1 ed "ethnic impl os ion". The events of 1 I September 200 I had ' cascaded' to Chittagong and were being di scussed in adda, and ra ised in th e types of questions and comments cited here. "These loca l feelings are the product of long- tem1 in teractions of local and global cascades of events that build up structures of feeling .. . [and] it becomes poss ible to envisage a neighbor as a fi end , a shopkeeper as a foreign traitor, and a local trader as a ruthless capitali st ex pl oiter' ' (Appadurai 1996: 153). 16 See also Alam 1998 : 43 2 & 439; Friedman 1992; Rozario 1992: 2 1. 
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being only recently created, is, at the sa1ne ti1ne, for the Chittagonian bhadralok who so self--
ascribe, Islainic in a social context of growing Isla1nization of Bangladeshi society and 
waning influence of Hindu elites. Chittagong, regarded by other Bangladeshis as already 
conservative in both the religious and social spheres, beco1nes 1nore conservative as a result 
of the 'new' identities being forn1ed. 18 
Loving one's desh 
In bhadralolc social relations pri1nacy is given to e1notions, which are used as a test of 
'honesty' and 'sincerity', attributes believed to be signifiers ofa 'good person '. Dayitto (duty) 
is the prevailing 1node of managing relations within the fainily, but dayitto is usually based in 
affection. When Bangladeshis speak of 'love' for a person they 1nean it as the expression of 
dayitto infonned by affection. Bangladeshis also express dayitto for country. They love 
Bangladesh, convinced of its beauty, even when that is hard for an overseas bideshf to see. 
Bhadralok in particular also express sy1npathy for, and pride in, Bangladesh, but stress its 
"Bengaliness'. 19 
The tenn "desh" is however not si1nple. "Amar Sonar Bangla", the national anthe1n,20 is an 
expression of love for the physical entity, but as Gardner points out, desh is'' n1ore than ... a 
physical n1ass of land, trees, rivers, it is the locus of one's social group ... " it also" can 1nean 
nation, region, village or ho1neland'' (1995: 73). 
At any ti1ne a Bangladeshi's expression of love for country can be constructed fro1n diverse 
elen1ents such as for exainple nostalgia for an arcadian past, and patriotis1n. So strong is the 
pull of nostalgia that even urban bhadralok construct their i1nages fr01n a rural Bengal. When 
bhadralok children attend classes in drawing acade1nies, the first 'pictures' they are taught to 
draw are idealized i1nages of Bangladesh that are universally used:_ a streain with a 'country 
boat' or two, si1nple village houses, a tree or two, and s01neti1nes in 1nore con1plex drawings a 
17 I also found a reference to this belief in Sattar 1983 :6 1-62. 18 While I do not wish to suggest proponents of this point of view are "sub-national" in the sense used by Mitra 1995, I found Mitra 's discussion helpful. Certainly, I observed Chittagonian bhadra/ok who draw on "traditional kinship ties ... to give new political meaning to traditional social institutions'' ( 1995 : 64). The people most likely to 
use this strategy were those I have described as having been influenced by the 19th century Faraizi ideology of 
reli gious purity and ethnic separation . 
19 Bhadra/ok are reluctant to criticize their desh when talking to overseas bides/([. In the face of evidence, e.g. in 
newspaper repmis, they deny there is violence (interpersonal or communal), sayi ng, "Not i11 my co unt,y." or ''Not i11 Chittagong, that is happening over near the border with India, or i11 Dhaka." Comments also include denial of prostitution and AIDS. Chhotolok are more frank , and seem to have absorbed the aid/development message that Bangladesh is not only poor. but in crisis. See also Gardner 1993; Kotalova 1993: 37-38. 20 See Appendix One. 
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farmer planting rice, a wo1nan threshing rice, or a 1nan fishing. These drawings are also 
con11non in children's sections of newspaper weekly 1nagazines. Only rarely do children draw 
images of urban life. Bhadralok reinforce this idealized view in fainily discourse even as they 
encourage their children to imagine their futures as engineer, accountants, or lawyers in a 
1nodem urban Bangladesh. 
People in Bangladesh will fight to defend their country, but will also perpetrate acts of 
co1n1nunal violence in so-called defence of its "purity", violent acts 1night stein from love, 
albeit in a 1nisguided destructive fonn. Referring to patterns of co1mnunal violence in the sub-
continent, Appadurai co1runents: ~'We also know there is so1ne co1nplex kind of love 
involved"(Bell 1999: 38).21 Choudhury sounds a note of caution: "Love has been over-
en1phasized in the culture of Bengal. .. every Bengali see1ns to believe in the supre1nacy and 
efficacy of love. What is equally true is that Bengalis are not incapable of apathy and cruelty" 
(2002b: 55). 
In the 20 th century, love of Bengal led people to fight for independence fro1n Great Britain 
and then fro1n Pakistan. Chittagonian bhadralok were leaders in these battles. So1ne paid with 
their lives, others with their freedom. The tradition of struggle is well established in so1ne 
bhadralok fainilies , for the1n it is 'what they do'. They are habituated to dealing with 
repression. Since 1971 bhadralok fainilies, including many involved in this research, have 
resisted political dictatorships and c01n1nunal violence, they have fanned citizen's action 
groups in supp01i of women's rights , law refonn, religious freedom and freedo1n of speech. 
So1ne have created literature in draina and prose fonns , have produced the plays and involved 
then1selves in 'street theatre' , and published the prose, to expose and protest political 
oppression. It is their view that these actions constitute a proper expression of love for 
Bangladesh, but conservative and fundainentalist con1patriots view these activities with 
suspicion, seeing the1n as representative of Bengali not Bangladeshi values. 
The dile1nma of a contested national story 
As evidenced by the Language Moven1ents (Bhasha Ando/an) in 1948 and 1952 (Oldenburg 
1985; Rah1nan 1997: 835-836; Sathyainurty 1979: 226-227) , and the fate of the Language 
Martyrs on 21 February 1952, Bangladeshis also love their language. Most c01mnentators see 
the Language Move1nent as a precursor to the Liberation Move1nent. Sonia and Ashiq, 
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visiting 1ny ho1ne in Australia in February 2000, proudly pointed out that day was the first 
celebration of International Mother Language Day - designated by UNESCO in recognition 
of 21 February 1952. Back in Chittagong I heard si1nilar co1n1nents, but others scoffed saying 
the Govern1nent of Sheik Hasina (Awaini League 1996-2001) paid the United ·Nations to 
initiate the co1n1ne1noration. 22 
Attach1nent to language and country is not confined to Muslin1s. Many Hindus are frustrated 
that, 1nore than fifty years after Partition, it was still being suggested they leave Bangladesh 
and go to West Bengal to live. It see1ned to them that, rather than escape c01n1nunalisn1, it 
was better to stay and fight for civil society in Bangladesh. "After all," as Arjun said" vVe 
have.fought.for our counhy, why should we leave it?" For Arjun and his fa1nily the fight over 
four generations has involved civil disobedience cainpaigns, street de1nonstrations, and 
organised (peaceful) public 1neetings. Yet Hindus who stay 1nust face the fact so1ne of their 
countryinen hold the1n responsible for the 'proble1ns' e1nanating fro1n the Language 
Move1nent and the War of Liberation. A co1nn1on belief is that India (=Hindus) was 'behind' 
the War (Oldenburg 1985: 724-725). As it was India that provided the critical 1nilitary 
support that allowed the Liberation forces to win, those wanting to believe and assert a Hindu 
conspiracy feel vindicated. In quotidian life Hindus 1night face accusations of trying to take 
over NGOs, or of causing disturbances to the peace and quiet of Chittagong during their 
celebration of Durg[i Pujc7, 23 or, in the phrase one hears often in Chittagong in 1nany contexts 
including the d01nestic, for causing a 'crisis'. 
Gupta addresses the issue of how "newly independent states ... protect their fragile 
sovereignty'' and says they aggressively e1nploy "nationalist discourses and practices within 
the country" (1992:71 , e1nphasis in original). Tu1nultuous events in the recent history of East 
Bengal/East Pakistan/Bangladesh since decolonization and partition of the Indian sub-
2 1 On the relationship between ambivalent emotions, the representation of authority as arbitrary, and violence, both public and private, see Jimeno 200 I: 237-239. 22 Razia Akter Banu, discussing a survey she conducted in the late 1980s among rural and urban Muslims in 
respect of "Islam and political culture", says the results revealed " ... that secular symbols like national independence and liberation war, and primordial elements like language, land and race provide the main clements in the national identity compound of the present-day Bangladeshi Muslims" ( 1992: 168) "Bangladeshi" and 
"Bengali" (in that order) were the descriptors used in respect of race; the language descriptor was Bengali . See Gilmartin 's comment following Gyanendra Pandey " ... Muslim identities in India were almost always embedded in a range of particular social and political orders" ( 1998 : I 073, emphasis in original). 23 In 2002, the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) Ministry of Home "opened a control room to monitor the law 
and order situation in the country during the celebration of Durga Puja" ("Celebrating Puja Peacefully." The Bangladesh Observer IO October 2002, http://ww,;1,,.banglaclcsh.net/obscrvcr/shov,:.php3'?p::-=4). The purpose of this 
move was to pem1it the Hindu .fomaj to observe Durgc7 Pi~ja without intimidation. It appears some Hindu temples had been threatened and idols demolished. The article refers to the GOB adding to the problem by "churning out false propaganda ... " about sabotage by the Awami League (presumably to inflame passions!). 
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continent in 1947 have created a fertile ground for story telling, gossip, 1u1nour and 1nyth. The 
construction of the 'history' has been fluid and affected by political and religious biases. 
Bangladesh is a place where people drainatically disagree as to who are its heroes and 
heroines. As well as conflict about the facts of a case, argmnents also occur as to 
interpretation of the facts and, 1nore significantly, as to wh01n has the right to interpret those 
facts. 
If Bangladeshis express certainty that an event in the War of Liberation took place, say, in 
Dhaka or Chittagong, it is equally certain there will be disagreement over who was involved, 
the nature of their involve1nent, when they beca1ne involved, and for how long. In later 
reconstructions of events people 1nay clai1n to have been involved when others say they were 
not, or clain1 not to have been involved when it can be argued they were. At this point in the 
construction of the 'history', or during reconstn1ctions of the 'history', sequence of events 
and place 1nay become contentious: Was son1eone where they said they were? Was that 
person an eye-witness as they claim? 
There is sensitivity about the War that leads so1ne people to deny any knowledge of it. I 
asked: "What do you remember about 1971?" Many people replied, using what I came to 
recognize as a stereotypical response, "Oh nothing ... I was in the north of the count,y at the 
tilne." I fonned an in1pression that people evaded the question and were reluctant to be openly 
identified with either side. A large nu1nber of the people 1 spoke to would have been children 
or adolescent at the ti1ne of the war. The reply they 1nade was 1nuch the sa1ne as older people 
(say in their 60s or 70s); I conjecture they had been socialized within their fainilies to keep 
their counsel, a habit they still follow. Only four people 'opened up', and one of those stories 
was told to entertain 1ne. 
The other stories were not ainusing. Nani (Hindu) told me that his fainily had been in 
business until 1971. Their livelihood was destroyed by Pakistani troops acting on false . 
infon11ation supplied by a neighbour. The econo1nic and social effects of that event were 
revealed in Nani's comment, ''.from that day. we were wage earners. no longer business men." 
Fro1n that point Nani's fa1nily n1e1nbers becaine 'service holders ' losing in the process the 
econ01nic security and social prestige that flowed fr01n being 'business 1nen '. At the ti111e 
Nani was a s1nall child, but his brother was involved in a student resistance 1novernent - he 
fled the fa1nily residence as the soldiers approached, taking off over the neighbour's fence. 
That brother (and his wife and adult children) now lives in Calcutta. Sonar's fa1nily 
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(Buddhist) made a forced retreat to the Chittagong Hills, retracing part of the path older 
fa1nily 1ne1nbers had taken when fleeing frmn Bunna into Chittagong during World War II. 
Pakistani soldiers took Hanif s father (Musli1n) fro1n his stall at a Chittagong bajar; he never 
24 returned. 
It was Ziaur Rah1nan, the second Pri1ne Minister and Leader of the Bangladesh Nationalist 
Party (BNP), who first publicly declared "Bangladeshi Nationalis111". In 1977 he ainended the 
constitution so that '' a historical struggle for national liberation" becatne "an historic war of 
national independence"(Alatn 1993: 100).25 Murshid calls Zia's 1nove "cleverly constructed" 
because he institutionalized the "idea of Bangladeshi nationalis1n as distinct fron1 Bengali 
nationalisn1"(1995: 199). 26 
The essential and in1portant difference is that Bengali nabonalis1n e1nphasizes" the composite 
social and cultural heritage of the Hindus and Musli1ns in Bengal"(Murshid 1995: 199); 
Bangladeshi nationalis1n on the other hand uses a "1nore exclusive identity." According to 
Murshid, the latter fonn: 
... seeks deliberately to construct an identity based on the linguistic and cultural distinctiveness divided by religious and political boundaries; and whereas Bengali 
nationalists project an eclectic and secular orientation, Bangladeshi nationalists tend to 
emphasize religion. (ibid.)27 
While not condoning BNP violence in the suppression of a 'Bengali' nationalis1n, because as 
he says it "is really a subterfuge to thwart the desire of the Benga]is to achieve a secular and 
linguistic identity", Choudhury is equally critical of the Awan1i League (AL). He says: 
24 It is a measure of Hanifs ''honesty and sincerity" (characteristics highly valued in Chittagong) that when I asked him if his father was a "Freedom Fighter" - a mark of considerable honour for those who were - he replied simply: "No. He i,vasjust a stall-holder.'' I always found anything Han if said to be reliable and straightforward. I do not know the exact circumstances of Han ifs father (and I am not sure Han if does either), but a comment from Kabeer gives a clue: "In the nine months of occupation . . . Bangladeshi citizens were picked up for intenogation by Pakistani soldiers with the question that haunted them with increasing intensity: are you a Muslim or a Bengali'' ( 1991: 122). Kabeer goes on to describe the tragedy of 30,000 w01T1en raped by Pakistani soldiers "pu111ortcdly in their mission to 'improve the genes of the Bengali people' and thus populate Bangladesh with ' pure' Muslims"(ibid.). The internal quote is from Tariq Ali 1983 Can Pakistan Survive? The Death of a State : 91 . 25 Most of the people I have worked with refer to a "War of Liberation", a practice I shall also follow . 26 Another amendment removed the principle of secularism (introduced by Sheikh Mu jib Rahman), which was 
"fomially dropped" and "absolute trust and faith in Almighty Allah was introduced"(A lam 1993 : I 00) . See also Rashiduzzaman 1997: 267. Ahamed & Nazneen comment: "Apart from these constitutional changes, other symbolic measures were undertaken such as the hanging of posters in government offices with quotations from the Quran, displays of Quranic verses and prophet's advice in public places, the flying of Eid-Mubarak festoons beside the national flags on Eid festivals , issuance of messages by the head of state or government on religious occasions such as I' d_i_Miladunnabi, Shabi_ l_Barat, and Muharram, and offerings of munaiat (prayer) on special occasions'' ( 1990: 796). See also their comments on the way in which Mujibur Rahman had not ignored the religious sensibilities of the people, despite his introduction of' secularism' (804). 27 See also Yapp 1979. 
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Bangladesh was vi suali sed as a secular democratic state, guaranteeing equality of ri ghts 
and oppo1iunities to all its citi zens, security in respect of basic human rights and 
governance through e lected representatives at all tiers . It was both wrong and unjust, 
therefore, to ask every citi zen of Bangladesh to be a Bengali , as was done by the 
Awami League leadership in 1972. Ironically, the directive was remini scent of the 
Pakistani rulers' asking the people of East Pakistan to become Pakistanis. There was of 
course an element of aggressive nationali sm in both cases . (2002b: 155) 
In his analysis of the AL 's failure to i1npose secularis1n on the newly founded Bangladeshi 
state in the early 1970s, Alan1 co1n1nents that the proble1ns faced by the AL derived "fro1n the 
heterogeneity of the 1niddle class and its ascent as a hege1nony-seeking d01ninant class. This 
heterogeneity prevents the post-colonial state fro1n erecting a unified ideological discourse 
where various factions of the class could come to a consensus on how to rule"(l 993 :98). 
Raising the saine issues covered by Choudhury, Alain continues, the AL regi1ne "failed to 
incorporate the popular vision of social change into its agendas"(ibid.). In Alain's view " ... 
Isla1nization of the Bangladeshi civil society has to be explained in tenns of the regi1ne ' s 
eternal quest for appropriate hege1nonic projects"(! 0 l ). 
\~"-~ 
It is interestin the debate about ethnicity and religion continues in tenns of' secularism ' 
rather than of ' pluralis1n' , because the latter see1ns to be what bhadralok hu1nan rights' 
activists are 1nainly concerned with. 28 Not all Bangladeshi Muslims subscribe to an idea of 
nation based on nanow religious tenets , and many of the bhadralok Musli1ns I worked with 
were distressed about the harassn1ent of the Hindu .frmu{j . 29 
In February 2002, a "National Convention on Cri1ne Against Hu1nanity" was held in Dhaka. 
One of the speakers, Tania A1nir, (a batTister and, based on her naine, a Musli1n) presented a 
paper decrying the violence against w01nen and children in the period after the national 
elections in October 2001. She spoke of the acts of violence "as being part of a systen1atic 
political persecution and manifestation of an extren1ist religious/political ideology"(A1nir 
2002: 1).30 
Another area of controversy is the co1mne1noration of historical and religious events. The 
appropriateness or otherwise of the use of processions, 111,e/a (sn1al1 fairs), and large public 
28 I return to the matter of ' plurali sm' in Chapter Fi ve. 29 The cunent Secretary-General of Amnesty Internati onal is Irene Khan, a Bangladeshi woman. In Janu ary 2003 she gave an interview to Th e Daily Star in which she made a number of comments about th e human rights ' 
situ ation in Bangladesh. Kh an refetTed to "a culture of impuni ty and lack of responsibili ty". She said she noticed durin g her month -long visit to Bangladesh "[a] sense of in security and fear is gripping th e press and oth er media, 
and human ri ghts, and women and NGO activists ." http ://www.dail ystarnews.com/20030 l / l3.n30 1 130 I .htm 
:io See Tania Amir, BatTi ster-at-Law: "Vi olence Aga inst Women and Chil dren As Tools of Systemi c Politi ca l Persecution". ht tp :i:\v ,"'"v.a lbd .org/co1wention /paper _t:m iaamir. htm. In her paper are extracts from "an in vestigati ve report of such sys temic violence ... " including details fro m the Chi ttagong Distri ct. 
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prayer 1neetings to co1n1ne1norate significant events is an ongoing issue. Factional religious 
and political activists also c01nbine to create considerable disturbance to the flow of annual 
national me1norial services. In late 2001, factions in the newly elected four-party alliance 
govem1nent 1nade concerted efforts to prevent people fro1n co1n1nemorating the Martyred 
Intellectuals Day on 14 Dece1nber, because the event itself is contested. Towards the end of 
the War of Liberation, Pakistan troops selected intellectual leaders who had been supporting 
the war and assassinated them. They have been regarded since as heroes, and 1nartyrs, by 
pro-liberation supporters and by the Awa1ni League (AL). They are seen as traitors by anti -
liberationists, fundan1entalist Isla1nic leaders , and the right wing of the Bangladesh 
Nationalist Party (BNP). 
Language .Martyrs Day (Ekushey - 21February), when people 1narch barefoot at dawn to 
connne1norate the defence of the Bengali language against the i1nposition of Urdu in 1952, 
and those who were killed, was another contested event. ln Febnrnry 2002, Yusuf and Leila 
decided that, for the first time, they would not participate.31 Later in that day, I spent tin1e 
with A1nit and Dinu who had attended the ceren1ony. They c01runented that the 111orning's 
cere1nony had been no 1nore violent than in 2001, adding that every year participants in the 
1narch are attacked by political opponents. 
During the Ershad regi1ne (1981-1990), groups used Language Martyrs Day as a 1neans of 
protest. They were violently suppressed. Nani recounted an incident that occurred in 1984. He 
and a group of his friends from Chittagong University had gone to co1nrnernorate the 
Language Martyrs and to protest the regi1ne. The morning was cold and Nani had boITowed a 
shawl fro1n a friend 's 1nother: 
We went to p rotest E rshad. I was ·wearing white shirt and black p ant (sic), and th e black shm,vl of the mother of myfriend. 
We were standing in the. f ont vvhen l saw the policeman take aim. Jump ing to one side 
I su,vived, but the man by my s ide did not. 
My.friend said. "Let's take his body ... " but the p olice were aiming again . 
I sa id, " ft 's not safe ... . , And we j ust.fly fi·o m that place. It was 2 1 F ebrua,T 1984. 32 
>
1 Thi s decision could be seen as consis tent with the fa mily's apparent shift from 'bhadralokness ·. 
>
2 In th e mid- I 980s Ershad, as an ex tension of Zia's Islami zati on Poli cy, attempted to turn the 21 February 
commemorati on " into a religious occas ion , for recitations from the Qur 'an replacing th e old tradition of barefoot procession at dawn and the painting of alpana (a traditi onal design of ritual-aestheti c valu e) whi ch were identifi ed as un-Islami c"(Shamsul Alam 1993 : IO I). Su ch a ch ange would have had the effect of limiting Hindu and other 
religious groups, and non-believers, from freely parti cipating in the commemorati on. Ershad had bann ed what Bangladeshis referred to as "indoor and outdoor politics". ln January 1984 he "rescinded th e ban on ... 'indoor polit ics', thereby offi cially permitting groups to meet in camera , as it were, for purposes of platfom1 pl ann ing, policy fom1ul ation , strategy mapping ... but still di sallowing public meetings and campaigning in the streets - i.e. 
' outdoor politi cs"' (Bertocci 1985: 159). 
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It was during this period that Amit, a Co1n1nunist Party cadre who had spent a year of study in 
Kiev, was on the run fro1n the police in Chittagong. His political activity was regarded as 
subversive and he spent two years avoiding a1Test. The police finally picked up Amit when he 
took the risk of visiting his mother. He and 1ne1nbers of Bidyut's fa1nily (also n1en1bers of the 
Co1n1nunist Party) served short gaol sentences. 
In March 2002, argu1nents, fron1 fundainentalist Musli1ns, re-e1nerged over the 
appropriateness of celebrating Bengali New Year's Day (Pahela Bai:{ilkh - celebrated in early 
April). 33 One argu1nent ran that Pahela Bai§akh co1nme1norated a Bengali, not a Bangladeshi 
festival. Many Chittagonian bhadralok expressed apprehension, because, as Sarwar pointed 
out, "ff there is going to be a crisis, it will happen at New Year ... " Me1nory was fresh of the 
b01nb thrown into the crowd at Ran1na Park (Dhaka) on Pahela Bai.vakh in 200 l. Seven 
people died and 1nany were injured.34 Then in August 2002, further controversy arose when 
the BNP four-party alliance government cancelled the c01n1ne1noration of the National Day of 
Mourning, kept in 1ne1nory of the assassinated Sheikh Mujibur Rah1nan. 
Talking about; talking within 
In 2001-2002, c01mnents in the liberal Bangladeshi press and around bhadralok household 
dining tables indicated that bhadralok were both tired of constant challenges to see111ingly 
innocuous practices , and frustrated that old post-elections patterns were being repeated. One 
exa111ple, which affected every household with school-aged children, was the revision of 
school texts. 
33 Bai.vc7.kh (April-May) is the first month in th e Bengali calendar. 34 See: "AL Hartal on August 15": http: //www.dai lvstan,eYvs.com/200207/25/n207250 I .htni; " AL meet today on August 15 programme'': http://wvvw.dai lvstarnevvs.com/200208/08/n208080 l .htm Throughout I have drawn on both print and on-line versions of th e Engli sh language press in Bangladesh. The importance of newspapers in quotidi an life is noti ceable in Chittagong where Bangla language newspapers arc pasted up in public areas for the general popul ace to read. See Gupta's comments:" ... newspapers arc perh aps the 
most important mechanism in public culture [in India] for th e circulation of di scourses on conuption"( 1995 :385). Hi storicall y, as Goswami points out, Bengali s saw newspaper publi shing as an important acti vity. In his di scuss ion on swadeshrbusiness enterpri se Goswami says that Bengal is entered into newspaper publi shing " in a big way'' ( 1989: 303). Fisher states th at Engli sh language newspapers were in ex istence in Ca lcutta by 1780 and "[ t] rom th e 1820s, Indians acquired part or total ownership of some printed Engli sh language newspapers'' ( 1993:79). He says th at an indigenous language press ex isted from 18 18-20 th at drew on traditi onal akhbar fo rn,s, bu t "had Engl ish-language press largely as th eir model for fo m, and content. .. " (ibid .). Basu and Amin also refer to the importance of Benga li print medi a in 19th century social refom, movements (2000:77 1 ), and th e ongo in g influ ence of the 
modern (Calcutta based) magazine Desh, "avidly read ... by the elites on both sid es of th e Benga li border"(779). Desh was read in bhadralok households I visited in Chittagong. The bann er of The Dai/1' Star assc1is: Committed l o People's Right to Know . 
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Appadurai postulates the nonnative fraineworks for debates of this kind "constitute a link 
between cultural concepts and social action"( 1981: 218). 35 Further, this set of nonns, which 
can include school texts, is a "code for societies to talk about the1nselves, and not only within 
the1nselves"(ibid. e1nphasis in original). He concludes, "such nonns pennit new forn1s of 
action, at the saine ti1ne as they allow cultures to regulate social change" (ibid.).The situation 
in Bangladesh today is not as positive as in the 1970s' South Indian case study Appadurai 
used in his article. Bhadralok continue to talk about the1nselves as well as within, but the 
discourse is a 1nix of frustration, anger, bitterness, and sadness. 
Gupta in a discussion of "transnational identities" deals with strategies used by power groups 
to create national identities. He singles out the way in which educational systen1, especially 
schools, are used to create an i1nagined nation and adds, "[i]t is for this reason that so 1nuch 
attention is given to the curriculmn in newly' independent states, especially the constructed 
'national' traditions en1bodied in history texts" ( 1992:69).The seriousness with which the re-
writing of the history was regarded can be seen in an Editorial published in January 2002. 
A1nong the changes c01nmented on was the re1noval of two poen1s fron1 texts for Classes II 
and IV because they contained "such words as 'Mujib' and 'Bangalee' ." This was tantan1ount 
to 'doctoring' the texts and"[ a ]ny teacher responsible for the factual distortion does a great 
disservice not only to his/her intellect but to the national unity and aspiration' '(The 
Bangladesh Observer 17 January 2002: 5). 
After stating that "[r]ewriting history .. .is not objective and is tantainount to betrayal of the 
history of our Liberation War", the Editorial concluded: "The sooner such n1anipulation with 
a nation's history is brought to an end the better for all" ( 5). School students and their fa1nilies 
were affected also by the fact that, after the texts were withdrawn for editing, replacen1ents 
did not a1Tive in ti1ne for the c01nn1encen1ent of the new school tern1. 3<) 
Other 111atters emerged as potential sources of confusion liable to affect national unity. As an 
outsider I found it hard at first to take seriously the discussion in the press about the 
celebration of Valentine's Day on 14 February. Opponents of the festival counselled readers 
of the Letters Column that celebration of Christian (sic) cultural events were disruptive and 
should be avoided. Further, Christians did not celebrate Bengali cultural events. Reinforcing 
35 See Andaleeb and lrwin 2004 for an analysis of the reactions among urban elite in Bangladesh (mainly Dhaka) to the 200 I election results . 
36 See Editorial "Textbook bungling'': Th e Bangladesh Observer 7 November 200 I :5. 
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the negative effect of foreign influences the writer was not, as one 1night suspect on a first 
reading, refeITing to 1nembers of the Bangladeshi Christianjati, but to overseas bideshf. 37 
Choudhury, who on the whole supports a radical view of social change, raises a similar issue, 
pointing to the wide range of cultural events in January-February each year. The nu1nber and 
diversity of the events display what he tenns the ''chaos sympto111atic of the near-anarchic 
situation prevailing in society''(2002b: 148). Choudhury's list of "1neetings and shows" 
includes English (sic) New Year's Day, beauty contests, Biswa fjte,na (International Musli111 
Congregation) held at Tongi near Dhaka in January,58 and fihn and dance festivals; he 
com111ents, "It was expected there would be variety in culture, but not at the cost of basic 
unity" (149). 
Rashiduzza1nan questions whether "Bangladesh civil society [can] survive the prolonged 
unrest, or will it gravitate toward fragmentation and decline?" (1997:261) and expresses 
concern that dangerous precedents had been set in the political agitation of an earlier period, 
1994-96. The pattern was one of" ... too 111uch hartc1l and pole1nics, too much anti-
govermnent agitation, too 1nuch unyielding partisanship, and too 1nany party supporters 
claiming privileges outside the law" (268).39 
So1ne of this could be observed in 1998-99, but the situation in 2001-02 was 1nore extren1e. 
What is happening in Bangladesh is si1nilar to a situation described by Jimeno in respect of 
Colon1bia. 40 Violence, personal and public, has significance beyond each separate act, so that 
"what is decisive is that violence as a disruptive social act connects levels of personality, 
interaction and social structure not through the i1nn1ediate occunence of acts of violence but 
by producing a con11non critical sense of social life"(Ji1neno 200 l: 222). So that, although 
each act is " ... separate and specific, there is what 1nay be called a 'resonance' between each 
37 The Bangladesh Observer, various editions, February-March 2002; a letter from Shuaib Ahmed, 
Muhammadpur, Dhaka, after the event complained inter alia about "erotic free mixing'' (5 March 2002 :6) . . 38 Kabeer di scusses the rise of the TablTqT Jama 'at (a large body attracting over one million people from all over 
the world to its annual assembly at Tongi near Dhaka). She says it "has no organizational structure or political 
aspirations, but assists the fundamentalist cause by creating an environment of revivalist Islam" ( 1989: 25). 39 Rashiduzzaman writes of the chaos following national elections in 1991 and 1996 referring to: "A cycle of 
bickering also prevailed over the nation' s 'fatherhood' and national identity about which neither the AL nor the 
BNP was willing to back down , and none of the parties would hesitate to take to the streets to argue the issue" ( 1997: 266). See also Murshid 1995: 208; he refers to "agitational politics". "Hartar glosses to mea n ''general 
strike". In its present fom1 a hartal is a degenerated form of the civil disobedience activities encouraged by Gandhi 
during the Indian Independence Movement. Kochanek subtitled his review of Bangladesh in 1997 "The 
Honeymoon is Over". He stresses the divi sive effect on the nation of the sustained hosti lity between Sheikh and 
Khaleda Zia . Kochan ek also includes analysis of"The Politics of Hartal" ( 1998: 136-137). 
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act"(227). Chittagonian bhadralok were distressed, and having bec01ne 'habituated' to an 
anarchic situation had, as Ji1neno says of Colu1nbia, chosen not to forget, nor to feign 
indifference, but to "try to overco1ne the i1npact of new cases of violence ... by 
acco1n1nodating the1n as layers, one on top of the other, thus increasing the e1notional 
intensity of daily 1ife"(228). Leila and others asked, "What is happening to my country?" 
One 1nan said his country needed "purifying" and that could be accomplished only by "the 
shedding of blood ... we need a civil war. "41 His state1nent calling for a purification by other 
acts of violence, was predicated on a lack of trust of "institutional 1nechanis1ns of authority" 
(Ji1neno 2001: 224 ), and on an historical awareness of other acts of 'purification ' by blood in 
Chittagong and in other parts of Bangladesh (he specifically 1nentioned to 1ne that civil war 
would start in Barisal, because that area had been the centre of earlier bloody protests against 
repression) in 1930-34, 1952, 1971, and so on. 42 Gihnartin, addressing the 1946 violence in 
Noakhali-Tippera (East Bengal), says that in Bengal " there is evidence that violence was 
often ai1ned not at renegotiating status and power within the syinbolic frainework of a local 
order, but rather at 'cleansing' the local c01n1nunity to reground it"(l998: 1086). At the saine 
ti1ne as bhadralok spoke of the need for a violent struggle of renewal, so1ne of the sa1ne 
people, such as the 1nan above, expressed their conde1nnation of co1n1nunal violence. 
Throughout these difficulties, bhadralok constantly negotiated within the ,vamaj to sustain 
their position, e.g. as leaders in fonnation of public opinion regarding "Bangalee' values, and 
to 111aintain equilibriun1 between the pulls of conservative and progressive norms. Choudhury 
encapsulated their situation, arguing, "[t]he necessity of a social revolution is getting clearer 
aln1ost by the day. The alternative to it is anarchy and tyranny as the people are experiencing 
today" (2002b: 167).43 At the saine time bhadralok continued in their historical role as 
1nediators between desh and bidesh. 
40 My attention was drawn to ce1iain similarities between Bangladesh and Colombia by comments made by the 
overseas bideshr woman who worked with CHA DEP in 200 I. She had lived and worked in Colombia in the late 1990s and was struck by the comparable degree of violence in the social life of Bangladesh and Colombia. 4 1 See also Hartmann & Boyce 1983 : 221 
42 See also Jimeno on Colombia, 200 I: 230-23 I. Hastrup, 1993 , argues for the necess ity for anthropologists to deal with the "hardness of facts" (particularly noted : hunger, violence, evil). She says:" ... [h]uman hard ship is not 
something extra-social, but [is] an integral part of human experience" (Abstract: 727). For her, " hard facts" ''a re continuous with ordinary life, not outside it" (734). "It is no longer possible . . . to overlook the fact that human tragedies on a mass ive scale are part of the ' no1111al' order of things . .. "(ibid.). 43 Choudhury maintains the patterns of chaos and anarchy, observable in 200 1-2002, have a long history that he traces back to the 13 th century, "The usurpations we in Bangladesh have gone through since 1975 arc a piece with our past history' '(2002b: 55). Internal evidence indicates Choudhury was finishing hi s work in late 200 I. 
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Desh- overseas Bidesh 
The 1nodern Bangladesh State founded at the end of the War of Liberation e1nerged from a 
long period of British colonialism and a shorter period under Paki stani rule - "a double 
colonial relationship"(Alain 1993: 89). In Alain's view this "double colonialisn1" has caused 
the failure of "post-colonial civil society of Bangladesh ... to achieve a cohesive ruling class 
with a unified hege1nonic subject"(ibid.). Alam goes on to discuss a range of contributing 
factors that have, in his view, led to the continuation of such a failure. He includes the 
"historical specificity of Bengali Is lain", the nature of "secularis111" as introduced by Sheikh 
Mujibur Rah1nan, and increased Isla1nization of Bangladesh politics and society since 1975. 
Outside the scope of Alain 's analysis, but i111portant to this discussion, is another factor - the 
state's relationship with overseas bidesht agencies donating aid, and with institutions such as 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).44 As the first of these ele111ents, 
foreign aid, is gennane to an understanding of the Chittagonian bhadralok under discussion 
here, I wish to add it to Alain's list. Iain conjecturing here that Bangladesh is, as a result of 
its involve111ent with foreign donors, subject to a triple colonialis111, the third phase of which 
continues. Chittagonian bhadralok today are as active in the third phase as they had been in 
the first and second. 
In conte1nporary Chittagong 111any bhadralok are descended fro1n fa1nilies that chose to be 
service holders, rather than business people, and n1ay have worked for the Indian Civil 
Service, and through that service discharged their dayitto to the .va11u1;i- Today they 111ight see 
working for an NGO as an appropriate alte111ative to work in the Civil Service. NGO service 
opens up possibilities for direct involvement in con11nunity develop1nent, and for 
bhadraniahila to take up public service. They are, thereby, in respect of relations with the 
overseas bidesh, engaged in what Pels describes as "the unfinished business of struggle and 
negotiation" (1997:164). 
Bhadralok values of education, bilingualis1n, interest in social reforn1, and openness to the 
bidesh contribute to the significant role bhadralok play in negotiations with overseas bidesh'f 
donors and other international institutions. Many Chittagonian bhadralok, and notably those 
working for CHADEP, are i1nportant actors in developing joint progra1n1nes shared between 
the Govern1nent of Bangladesh (GOB), the NGO sector, and overseas bideshr agencies. 
44 See also Appadurai 's comments 2002:24. 
83 
Before coining to 1ny discussion of the relationship between the state, foreign donors, and 
NGOs in Bangladesh, I will turn briefly to a description of s01ne other aspects of Bangladesh 
relations with the overseas bidesh. Specifically, I will touch on Bangladesh as a 1ne111ber of 
two international groupings: South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), 
and the Co1n1nonwealth of fonner British colonies , the regular 1neetings of which are known 
as Conunonwealth Heads of Govern111ent Meeting (CHOGM).45 
SAARC first 1net in December 1985. The Government of Bangladesh had initiated 
discussions towards its formation in 1980 during the tenn in office of General Ziaur Rahman, 
and General Ershad continued negotiations after Zia's assassination. According to Bertocci, at 
its inception SAARC was "seen by its n1e1nber states as a foru111 for collective endeavour in 
seeking solutions to the region's econo1nic proble111s ... "(1986: 234).46 In October 1993 the 
1ne1nber nations signed an agreement in Dhaka laying the foundation for the South Asian 
Preferential Trading Agree111ent (SAPT A) that caine into force on 7 Dece1nber 1995. The 
ultimate ai1n is to establish a South Asian Free Trade Association (SAFT A) (Dutta 2000: 6). 
Progress towards economic reform has faltered , because, as Sobhan points out, prevailing 
structural asyin1netries between the South Asian econ01nies have led to corresponding 
imbalances in the " level and pattern of intercourse" between 111e1nbers of SAARC (Sobhan 
2000: 16).47 
Political tensions between 1ne1nber states,48 international boundary disputes,49 and disputes 
over catch111ent and reticulation of water between the states sharing flows from the annual 
Hi1nalayan thaw, 50 all contribute to the continued slowing of progress . The weakness of 
do1nestic support for regional co-operation is a factor analyzed by Dash ( 1997). Dash' s study, 
undertaken in the 1nid- l 990s, indicated that there was " a strong nationalist bias and lack of 
regional outlook an1ong South Asians", and the attitudes of the various elite groups within 
45 This is not an ex hausti ve list; it is intended only to give an idea of Bangladesh' s in volvement in th e intern ational sphere. Another body, which Bangladesh cmTently chairs, is the one kn own as Least Developed Countri es ( LDC): Bangladesh is also a member of, and attends meetings of, inter a/ia, th e World Trade Organi zati on (WTO). Bangladesh soldiers serve in UN Peace Keeping forces in Africa, and Bangladesh Police were among th e in tern ati onal contingent servin g in Tim or Lorosa 'e (at Singapore airport on th e way to Dhaka in November 200 I, I met a group of poli ceman returning from Timor Lorosa ' e) . See also Kochanek 1998: 140. 46 Member nati ons are: Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldi ves, Nepal, Paki stan, and Sri Lank a (Dutta 2000: 4 ). 47 Thomas also sounds a pess imisti c note, 1996: 154- 156. 48 Communal violence in one country can trigger communal violence in another. The events surrounding th e demolition of Babri Mosqu e in Ayodhya (6 December, 1992) provide a case in poin t - th ere were violent reprisals 
aga inst th e Hindu minority .fomaj in Bangladesh. See Ghosh 1993: 706-708 ; Nasrin 1994. Another case in poi nt for th e "cascade effect' ' and "ethni c implosions" described by Appadura i 1996: Chapter 7. 
-1
9 For example between Indi a and Paki stan over Kashm ir; and at a somewhat less fraught level between Bangladesh and India over the Indian-Bangladesh enclaves (van Schendel 2002) . 50 See Swain 1996. 
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India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Nepal, show closer intra-group affiliation than 
with their counterparts in the other countries (72). 
A si1nilar response occurs within Bangladesh to its attendance at CHOGM. News ite1ns 
(various newspapers and television broadcasts) showing Pri1ne Minister Khaleda Zia at the 
2002 CHOGM in Australia featured a colour photo of her aITiving, one of her with other 
Prin1e Ministers at a social function, another of her sitting, pen in hand, working on a draft 
resolution, and a final one of her on her return to Dhaka. The coverage was brief. In the 
household where I was staying there was discussion about the decision taken to investigate 
clai1ns of electoral fraud in Zimbabwe, and Leila asked, "Why don't people show any interest 
in what is happening here? We need people to know about what is happening here." 
Bangladesh began its history as an independent state at a ti1ne when foreign aid to 
'developing' countries increasingly caine with stringent conditions attached 51 White 
co1nn1ents: " ... s01ne of the 1nain challenges to the Bangladesh State have been external ... aid 
has undoubtedly played a part in the redirection of Bangladesh away fr01n the early ideals of 
national autonoiny"(l 992: 13). 
The effect of these relationships with donor countries and international aid agencies, and their 
attendant conditions, is not 1nerely coincidental. It is the express intention of the donors that 
the conditions they lay down should affect the recipients and the people they subsequently 
work with in develop1nent prograinn1es. In the case of Bangladesh, a relative latecon1er to the 
aid negotiating process, the effect has s01neti1nes contributed to its political instability. For 
Bangladeshis, as with other newly independent nation-states, they "soon realized", as Gupta 
c01nrnents, "that the independence they had fought so hard to obtain could not be sustained 
under the pressure exerted by the superpowers to incorporate them into clientistic 
relationships" ( 1 992: 71 ). 
At the least, in the early 1980s, the pressure fro1n donor nations for Bangladesh to 
'1nodernize', to deregulate its financial institutions and to privatize state-owned or state-
controlled 1nanufacturing industries (jute, ce1nent) provided General Ershad with a just cause 
for his takeover on 24March 1982.52 In 2002, The Daily Star editorialized on the rituals 
:i i Much of this section and the one following is based on fieldwork observations, see also: Kabeer 1992 & 1994; 
Jamil 1998 ; Ahmad 2003; Rozario 1992; Nussbaum 1995& 2000; Rashiduzzaman 1994. Fi sher 's revi ew article 
gives a good overview of the situation ( 1997: 439-464) . 
52 See Bertocci 1982, for a sustained analysis of the situation and Kochanek 1998: 139-140 for a description of 
conflict with donors in 1997. 
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surrounding the annual n1eeting of the Bangladesh Developn1ent Formn. 53 The editorial 
brings forward two 1najor criticis1ns of the approach taken by both the donors and the 
recipients: 
• Bangladesh is required to meet conditions that are unreali stic , and having promised to meet them, fail s ( one could argue understandably). The consequence is "donor 
rebuke" . 
• Refo1111s in some sectors are agreed to ahead of necess ity, simply to keep donors happy. The effect of this is a tendency to ad hoc planning, for example in the 
university sector, and a failure in implementation, which also leads to "donor 
rebuke" .54 
"Donor rebuke" raises the issue of sovereignty, and is the source of n1uch dissatisfaction 
within NGO circles. In addition, 1nany bhadralok, particularly those not directly involved in 
NGO work, see foreign aid, and the conditions attached, as a gross fonn of foreign 
interference in the internal affairs of their country. 55 
Relationships between NGOs and the GOB are also affected by donor conditions. In 1nany 
places NGOs respond to donor conditions and establish services to the co1n1nunity that 111ight 
be considered a goverrnnent responsibility ( ele1nentary schooling, pri1nary health care, infant 
i1n1nunization) , and in effect becon1e a parallel govern1nent. In so1ne instances these services 
are being provided either in partnership with the GOB or at its invitation, but the partnership 
is often politicized. In either case, the situation in Bangladesh reflects the "growth in a 
'privatization' of the state in various fonns" , described by Appadurai (2202:24),a response 
consistent with patterns laid down during the 'nationalist' refonn period in the early 20th 
century. 
NGOs are criticized by the left for allegedly corrupt practices, and by the right (and 
conservative religious leaders) for being too radical in their social developn1ent 
progran1111es. 56 After the 2001 national elections many NGOs were called into question by the 
new govern1nent for perceived political bias during the election campaigns. NGO workers 
aver that what they were doing was si1nply to educate people in their civil rights, but the new 
-'
3 The Daily Star op-ed can be found at: http ://wwv,'.c1ai1vstarncws.corn/2Q()JQ.~l.2}LnJ.P.~2. ... :3.DLJ}.t.rn. For a comment on the 2002 meeting between GOB and donor countries see "Donors di spleased over law and order, unbridl ed con-uption ." The Independent 17 September 2002: http :i!indcpcncknt -h ..mrnJadcsh .com/ncws/scp!J 7 ! l 7092002t~JJ..IJJJ 54 I note the edi torial suggests transparency in negotiations, in implementing refor111s , and in reporting, is both necessary and co111rnendable, but donors should be more pragmati c in assess ing th e success or fa ilure of fund ed proj ects. 
55 Appadurai 2000, refen-in g not to foreign aid but to "global capital", which could be sa id to be instrumental in defining foreign aid policies, describes its erosive effect on the ' political, economic and cultural sovereignty" of nations ( 16). He speaks of "co111promised sovereignty'' . 
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govern1nent interpreted that as interference. Other NGOs with a well established reputation 
for advocacy of chhotolok and women's rights were also brought under a 111uch stricter 
reporting regime, reflecting the presence of conservative religious groups in the four-party 
alliance and causing reorganization of NGO resources (affecting financial, personnel, and 
ti1ne arrange1nents), dismissals and retrenchments. The GOB froze funds already designated 
for NGO projects. 
Randhir Das at CHADEP was directly affected because he had been re-e1nployed after his 
retire1nent on a year-to-year contract. 57 His base salary had not been affected by the cuts, but 
projects had been. He was frustrated by inactivity, complaining "I amjust passing the days, 
sitting idle" . Nani was 1nore seriously in1pacted. Just before the elections in 2001 he 1noved to 
Dhaka with his wife and daughter, to work at Proshika on joint prograiru11es with CHADEP. 
When Proshika ca1ne under attack i1n1nediately after the elections, the half of Nani's salary 
being paid by Proshika ceased. He was facing serious debt caused by being unable to 1neet 
costs connected with his 1nove, including higher rent, and the halving of his 1nonthly salary 
(i.e. fro1n approxin1ately Tkl0,000-Tkl2,000 to approxi1nately Tk5,000-Tk6,000.) In both 
cases the funds frozen were donations 1nade by overseas aid agencies for projects agreed to 
by the NGO, the donor, and the GOB. 
An atmosphere of suspicion between NGOs was clearly another effect of the new govern1nent 
policies, 1naking inter-agency cooperation 1nore difficult. Over ti1ne, the changes will also 
affect NGO relationships with their clients or 'beneficiaries' ,58 creating distrust and 
destabilizing then1 and 111aking it even 1nore difficult for NGO fieldworkers to conduct 
c01n1nunity develop1nent assess1nent and planning workshops. 
Appadurai points out that while s01ne of the NGOs are in conflict with the govermnent others 
"are uncon1fortably co1nplicit with the policies ... "(2000: 15). 59 NGOs 111ust register with the 
GOB in order to receive aid funds directly fr01n foreign gove1111nents (UK, USA, Canada, 
Scandinavian countries, Switzerland, Australia), or directly from international NGOs (CARE. 
OXF AM, Save The Children Fund). Yet it is often the case that Bangladesh NGOs, rich in 
donated funds, undennine national planning, setting their own priorities, adjusting 
56 Siddiqi talks of female NGO staff being "harassed and attacked by religious extremist groups" ( 1998: 213). See also Rashiduzzaman 1994: 985-986, and Tania Amir 2002. 57 Randhir Das had been office manager at Head Office for a number of years. He retired in 2000 when he reached the statutory retirement age of 57 years. 
58 NGOs involved in implementing micro-credit scheme.r;; commonly refer to their clients as ''beneficiaries'· - :1 practice I shall also follow. 
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develop1nent policies within their own sector, even when they hold serious doubts about the 
efficacy and the ethical value of projects ( as for exa1nple in the fields of aquaculture and 
.c ) 60 1orestry . 
Vision State111ents play an important role in the negotiations with donors and are used by 
NGOs to 'show' that the organization is ideologically sound. They are also used to inspire 
field staff to continue in their endeavours. Vision State1nents characteristically talk of: 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
Working with "needy people" and "pove1iy alleviation" . 
Full involvement of all beneficiaries - in deci sion-making, implementation, and 
evaluation of projects. 
Sustainable development. 
Social and political empowe1ment - through education, training and 
encouragement of participation in local political processes (local government). 
G d · 61 en er equity . 
Nonetheless, in 1nany NGOs a gap exists between the organization's Vision State111ent and 
what happens in the field . NGO 1nanage1nent tends to focus outwards towards overseas 
bideshI donors and the GOB , and is likely to be sensitive to the conditions set down by donors 
including criteria for the monitoring and evaluation of projects. 62 Manage111ent is , in fact , 
pragmatic, placing priority on 'showing' confonnity with the donor ' s view of developn1ent in 
order to n1aintain access to funds rather than on good developn1ent practice. They design 
projects that they can 'show ' have suited the donors' criteria. Planning is notably top-down 
and put into effect despite questions of appropriateness and sustainability raised by 
co1npetent, and experienced, field staff. In these cases the sustainability being addressed by 
Head Office planners will be that of the NGO not the project, and certainly not the 
sustainability of the .vamaj where the project is being i1nple1nented. Other NGOs will not plan 
any projects that cannot be guaranteed overseas funding, leading to situation where "access to 
external funds beco1nes 1nore important than the uses to which they are put" (Jans en et al 
1994: 34). 
-"
9 See also Fi sher's Review Article: 1997: 451 . 60 See Jansen, Dolman, Jerve & Rahman 1994, for a sustained analys is of foreign aid impact on planning Bangladesh' s mechanized inland water transport. Karen T Litfin in her review essay, paraphrases Johnston: "Not surpri singly, governm ents in developing countri es often claim th at th e acti vi ti es of foreign -based NGOs violate th eir sovereignty, particul arl y when th eir environm ental work is tied to human rights advocacy'' ( 1997: 187). The Johnston reference is: Johnston, Barbara ( ed) 1994, Who pays the Price? The Socio-cultura l Context of Environmental Crisis, Washington, D.C.: Island Press 61 These criteria are aggregated from a number of brochures and pamphlets I coll ec ted during field work. The NGOs represent th e spectrum: small local (Chittagoni an), medium sized national (e.g. CHA DEP), large national ( e.g. BRA C. RDRS), and intern ational. 
62 Choudhury also talks of the compromi ses reached between GOB and donors (2002b: 59). 
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At CHADEP I had direct experience of this. The CEO asked 1ne to develop a plan for an Oral 
History Training Project to be i1nple1nented with Hindu fishing c01rununities who had 1noved 
fro1n Sandwip Island to the 1nainland (north of Chittagong, near Sitakunda) in the early 20 th 
century. When I had finished, I was told, that although there was adequate staffing and 
financial capacity within the NGO, nothing would proceed unless funds were received fron1 
an overseas donor, preferably OXF AM. I took this to 1nean he was looking for a suitable 
prograirune proposal to put up to OXF AM, because receiving funds fron1 that organization is 
highly prestigious. 
CI-fADEP 's relations with the baire, the desh , and the overseas bidesh run a gainut from 
fictive kinship (where individual CHADEP personnel sustain long-standing relationships with 
people in the samaj and those working for other NGOs), through formal (with the GOB), to 
patron-client (with their beneficiaries where CHADEP is the patron, and with donors where 
ADEP is the client). None are neutral; all are 1nanaged by the saine qualities of adaptability, 
intuitiveness, and 'showing', which characterize bhadralok social relations. 
CHADEP staff use their connection with the NGO to achieve other connections. Through use 
of the Internet and joint progra1runes they develop good relationships with other NGOs, 
foreign aid agency staff within Bangladesh and with a network of NGO workers, students and 
activists in the overseas bidesh. Through these 1nechanis1ns - described by Appadurai as "part 
111ove1nents, part networks, part organizations"(2000b: 15) - CHADEP (and its staff) can 
participate in a 1nove1nent towards "globalization fr01n below"(ibid.). 
CHADEP is also part of local, national, and international networks of NGOs working in the 
fields of advocacy, con11nunity develop1nent and enviromnental activis1n. Locally, CHADEP 
staff, e.g. Arjun, are leaders in organizations such as ADAB (Association of Develop1nent 
Agencies in Bangladesh), an mnbrella organization; CHADEP is also involved with ADAB at 
the national level. Links with universities and national training bodies such as BARD 
(Bangladesh Acaden1y for Rural Oevelop1nent, based in Con1illa) are also strong. I observed 
that on the whole CHADEP 1nanagen1ent stresses the interpersonal aspect of these 
relabonships so that the 'best person', rather than the 'top person' , is chosen to handle each 
task.63 On the whole, however, relationships are hierarchically structured. 
63 A lot of the liaison work is undertaken by Arjun whose family has old and strong ties with the Chittagong bhadralok fomaj and with the world of social activism in wider Bangladesh 
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Order resulting from the consideration of value64 
Within CHADEP three features d0111inate the structuring of relationships: i) seniority (length 
of service at CHADEP and age), ii) religion, iii) gender. The first reflects a traditional value 
in South Asian society - hierarchy; the second and third are also intrinsic ele111ents in 
conventional social relationships, but within the NGO sphere are strongly influenced by the 
values of overseas bideshT donors. 
CHADEP, like 111ost Bangladeshi NGOs in receipt of overseas bideshT funding, has an 
ecu1nenica] en1ployment policy. The CEO and one of the Directors is Mus Ii 111, the other 
Director is Hindu. Randhir Das, 1nentioned above, is also Hindu - his influence at CHADEP 
ste111111ed fro111 his length of service, his age, and, of course, his gender. At Head Office 
Hindus, Buddhists, and Christians are e111ployed, but, understandably, given the 
predo111inantly Islan1ic nature of the ,<:amaj, the 111ajority of the staff is Muslim. I observed that 
certain jobs had a distinctive religious ele111ent. It is c0111monly held in Chittagong that 
Hindus and Christians are generally better educated than Musli111s; at CHADEP Hindus and 
Christians perfonn i111portant ad111inistrative tasks .that require a high degree of literacy in 
both Bangla and English. 65 
Despite the efficacy of an ecu1nenical policy in reflecting both secularisn1 and pluralis111 -
values privileged by bhadralok, at CHADEP (and by overseas donors) relations an1ong 
hhadralok of different religious beliefs have deteriorated since the 1980s. The situation 
replicates processes occurring in the wider Chittagong and could be construed as "Bangalee" 
values losing out to 'Bangladeshi' ones.66 Anecdotal evidence indicated that Muslin1s at 
CHADEP felt that Hindus were better placed, because of their long-standing bhadralok status 
and educational qualifications, to 111anage social relationships within CHADEP and between 
CHADEP and the baire where the other actors are the desh (GOB) and overseas bideshf, but 
s0111e were envious of Hindu status, one Musli111111an telling 111e that CHADEP was being 
"taken over by Hindus." In respect of nu111bers this is clearly i1npossible, but I believe he was 
alluding to influence not nu111erical supre111acy. On the other hand, Hindu staff point to 
increasing Islainization of the NGO; a process that accelerated in the tension fol lowing the 
200 l elections. So111e Musli111s at CHADEP appear to have yielded to pressure to discri1ninate 
64 Dumont 1986:279 
65 Because it is conventional within the Christian .fomaj for females to be educated to a higher degree than males 
only female Christians are employed at CHADEP. 66 See Prindle 1988 and my discussion in Chapter Five. 
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against Hindus. When a substantial nu1nber of field staff were dis1nissed in 2001 for 
' n1is1nanage1nent' of Centres it was noticeable how many Hindus were ainong them. 
Early in 2002, another Hindu e1nployed at Head Office, Chanchal, was caught in internal 
politics at CHADEP, and as a result lost his job. He applied for pennission to travel to India 
to attend a training course, but the CEO left for his own trip to India without 1naking a 
decision. Another senior manager (a Musli1n) advised Chanchal he could go to the training 
course, and assured hi1n everything would be 'fine'. It was not. The CEO, also Mush1n, 
returned and found Chanchal absent; the senior manager denied knowledge of his 
whereabouts. The CEO de1nanded Chanchal be found - not difficult, as 1nost people at Head 
Office knew where he had gone. When Chanchal was 'found' he was notified by phone he 
had been disn1issed . His household (hin1self, his wife and their two children, and his widowed 
n1other) had to rely on his wife's salary fro1n teaching for quite s01ne ti111e. 
Buddhists are few in number and e1nployed, I would suggest, to satisfy overseas bidesh"i 
donor conditions. They are 1narginalized within CHADEP. Two at Head Office in 1998-99 
are both well-educated and experienced co1mnunity workers. Although they have both been 
chosen by CHADEP to participate in overseas training prograin1nes (in Den111ark, funded by 
DANIDA) , their actual situation at CHADEP was that their skills were underutilized, both 
were under-e1nployed and dissatisfied. One of the1n left CHADEP in 2000. 
Bhadramahi!a are less likely than a n1an to advance in an organization like CI-!ADEP even 
when they have a senior officer as a mentor. They 1night move 1narginally up the 1nanage111ent 
structure, receiving an increase in salary but no conc01nitant increase in responsibility or 
authority. In 1998, a fen1ale colleague expressed her frustration about a situation that she felt 
forced to accept: her pron1otion looked good on paper, but really 1neant nothing. She had no 
n1ore authority than she had had before the pro1notion, was not consulted in the planning 
phases of project develop1nent for projects she would subsequently 1nanage and was often left 
out of n1anage1nent meetings her male peers attended. 67 In 200 l she expressed continued 
frustration - having returned fro1n a three-month overseas study tour, she felt she was being 
punished for having been away even though the organization had chosen her to participate in 
67 In discussing the si tuation th e woman was being more candid with me than she mi ght be with her bhadramahila colleagues. In her extended natal household I conjecture she would di scuss these matters with her sisters and her mother, but in the baire she would be careful to not show di ssatisfaction . To manage this the woman would need to employ the kinds of skills other bhadramahila demonstrated . In particular, she would apply the paired dimensions bhittwe- baire, i.e. she would acknowledge her frustration to herself and not to others. 
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the study progra1n. All the training, and the experience, she had gained during her study tour 
were being (as Sufia expressed it in respect of her own work) 'blocked'. 
This w01nan 's position was a1nbiguous. She joined CHADEP, in the 1nid-l 990s, at their 
request, her presence providing a positive in1age (senior, fe1nale, and 1nanager) to overseas 
donors who had been pressing the NGO for a decade to increase the nu1nber of senior fe1nale 
staff. CHADEP has experienced difficulty in retaining senior w01nen. In the early 1990s 
another w01nan left to take a rnanagen1ent position with an international NGO in Dhaka in 
circu1nstances very si1nilar to the one outlined here. S01ne w01nen, who have left since the 
late 1990s, had experienced sin1ilar difficulty in negotiating the patriarchy at CHADEP; 
others have left because of sexual harass1nent fr01n senior colleagues. 
Mimicry and Mockery 
CHADEP, like 1nost conte1nporary workplaces generates enonnous a1nounts of paper work, 
s01ne in response to external pressures as 1nentioned above, so1ne initiated within the NGO. A 
s1nall Publications Cell produces visually beautiful Vision State1nents, Annual Reports, 
annual greetings cards (for Eid_ul_Fitr and New Year), and descriptive booklets such as the 
one discussed in Chapter Six. Staff, usually wo1nen like Sabina, Rita, Jahanara, and Rini , are 
e1nployed on the basis of their English language skills to translate docmnents , and 
ad1ninistrative staff access co1nputer software packages so that they can switch keyboarding 
between Bangla and English. Projects also generate paperwork: subn1issions, reports, and 
evaluation documents. Again, the standard produced by CHADEP is high in tenns of visual 
quality. 
Paper flows into CHADEP in the fonn of MOU docu1nents , donor assess1nent and evaluation 
reports , and reports fron1 other NGOs. The 'public' docu1nents (reports and so on) are lodged 
in the CHADEP Library, official conespondence registered and filed by clerical staff. 
Bhadralok culture is, as already noted, bureaucratic and literary. How 1nuch notice is actually 
taken of all these written words? 
I observed three significant ele1nents in the ways people at CHADEP 1nanaged 'words': 
• The written word is never considered as relevant as the spoken word; 
• People pick and choose among the reports , looking for what is useful ; there is little comprehensive analysis of whole documents ; 
• Reports (and other public documents) produced by CHADEP are repetitive, 
imitative of donor documents, and not necessa1ily accurate representations of the actual 
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work of CHADEP. (The exception to this last element lies in the accounting/financial 
aspect of CHADEP 's reporting - there international best practice standards are met.) 
A typical CHADEP response to, for example, a donor's recom1nendation to employ 1nore 
senior fe1nale staff is to say, "we'll do just that." New senior fen1ale staff will be en1ployed 
without any analysis of the i111plications of the donor c01n1nents. Subsequently, CHADEP 
managers 1night experience their own frustrations in the face of a donor probing into the 
actual e1nployinent conditions and achieve1nents of senior w01nen. 
Here the 1natter of transparency arises. CHADEP personnel are adaptive to the outer ele1nents 
in the donor conditions, strive to 1natch those outer ele1nents, while resisting change in their 
own inner elements (both personally and institutionally). The donor reports I read indicated 
that they are i1npressed by the discipline they encounter when they visit CHADEP and by the 
way the NGO meets deadlines and confonns to accounting and auditing regin1ens. At the 
saine ti1ne, I fonned an in1pression (from the sa1ne docmnents) that donors were frustrated by 
CHADEP 's failure to integrate social refonns into the workplace. Donors clearly know that 
CHADEP is 'showing' the1n so1nething that does not quite fit the reality within the 
organization. 
Bhadralok I worked with characterized 'westerners' as "mechanical". It is possible that in 
striving to lead 'disciplined' lives they are the1nselves behaving '1nechanically' and are 
atten1pting two things: i) to contain their nonnally e1notional 1nanner of dealing with life; ii) 
to impress overseas bides hf with their capacity to 1neet require1nents of 'n1odern' life. In the 
late 20 th century international donors were i1nplicitly com1nending CHADEP on its discipline 
while suggesting ( quite strongly) it was no longer enough. 
International donors are, of course, seeking institutional change that den1onstrates a shift in 
the NGO's core values. They expect to see evidence of that shift. Evidence of an outer ( or 
surface) adaptation is no longer sufficient to satisfy donors (and other international 
institutions with an interest in the working of both the GOB and Bangladeshi NGOs such as 
the IMF and the Asia Develop1nent Bank). Change needs to be both structural and visible. 
CHADEP policy 1nakers rrught justifiably argue for the freedo1n to adjust according to their 
perceived culturally appropriate norn1s. As a mediu1n sized national NGO based in a 
relatively socially conservative §amaj, CHADEP now faces a dile1n1na: how 1nuch longer can 
CHADEP rely on exogenous funding_to pay for its c01n1nunity develop1nent progra1n1nes 
when the conditions attached to the funding increasingly demand change within the NGO 
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itself? CHADEP policy 1nakers 1night see that what is culturally appropriate and effective 
within the desh (and the samaj) is in conflict with what is effective in external relations with 
the overseas bidesh. 
They have in fact to satisfy the needs and den1ands of too 1nany stakeholders - beneficiaries, 
leaders in the gram they work in, the Govern1nent of Bangladesh, the donors and CHADEP 
staff -- as well as their own need as bhadralok to be seen as honourable and dutiful and as 
leaders of their own .vamaj. CHADEP senior staff have not always acknowledged the needs 
and den1ands of stakeholders. It is questionable whether, had they been 1nore aware of the 
conflicting de1nands , they could have satisfied everyone - the group of stakeholders is large, 
the ele1nents in the group disparate. 
This was one area where I found 1nany of the senior staff both ill-infonned and confused. In 
one gram CHADEP 's good work had been undennined for years by influential local 
politicians and 'traditional' 1noneylenders. When ( according to anecdotal evidence) finally, in 
2000, i.e. 18years after they had started working in the area, CHADEP organized a n1eeting 
with these people, CHADEP personnel were asked: "Why have you ignored us.for so long?" 
A pertinent question to which the only reply CHADEP could give was: "We didn't think we 
needed to talk to you." ltnplicit in the reply was a characteristically bhadralok world view -
the politicians and 1noney lenders would have been seen as chhotolok (ill-nrnnnered and 
rough), as mastan (bullies), or as 'muscle power' 1nen. Anecdotal evidence suggests 
CHADEP leaders chose to remain aloof. They took the high moral ground and depicted the 
village leaders as corrupt and oppressive. 
Curiously, and despite the skill CHADEP 1nanagers e1nploy in negotiating sa6sfactory 
financial a1Tange1nents with donors , I observed little atte1npt to 'indigenize' tenns and 
conditions of the overall MOU being negotiated. When on the occasions I raised this matter, I 
was told, as I had been in the 1natter of changes to internal co1mnunication syste1ns, that it 
was both inappropriate and i1npractical. Such a way of handling the natai of inter-agency and 
other relationships (e.g. with the GOB) "is not possible". 
I suspect the current proble1n is twofold, but has its roots in historical colonial relations. It lies 
firstly in the fact that 1nanaging negotiations in this way would require CHADEP personnel to 
be transparent, s01nething they are not cmTently adept at doing. Secondly, and 1nore 
i1nportantly, using transparency, rather than their custo1nary practice of 'showing' (that is 
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what they choose to show, and what they feel they can afford to be seen) would 1nean 
bhadra!ok at CHADEP 'giving away' too 1nuch of their notion of their personal bhittJre, and 
of the inner ele1nent in CHADEP 's ghare. 
People with a 'good reputation' as co1npetent 1nanagers might not enjoy exposing their 
dissatisfaction with donor-i1nposed conditions or their uncertainty about the ramifications of 
those conditions. Some of 1ny colleagues expressed both (i.e. dissatisfaction and uncertainty) 
to 1ne in confidential discussions, but for the1n to ad1nit such feelings to a donor could i1nply 
"We are not.fin e." A bhadralok would see such an ad1nission as damaging to her/his 
reputation. 
At this point I wish to draw on Ho1ni Bhabha 's analysis of the "ainbivalence of colonial 
discourse" (1994: Chapter 4), predicating again that Bangladesh (and by extension NGOs like 
CHADEP) cunently experiences a third phase of colonialis1n through its relationship with 
overseas donors. The following uses the specificities of CHADEP to explicate the general 
situation. Gennane to the discussion are Bhabha's co1n1nents: " ... the discourse of 1nin1icry is 
constructed around ambivalence; in order to be effective 1ni1nicry 1nust continually produce 
its slippage, its excess , its difference" (86, e1nphasis in original). 
Significantly, 1ni1nicry is "the sign of double articulation" (ibid.), for neither the d01ninant 
power (in this case foreign donors) nor the recipient institution actually desires exact 
equivalence between the1n. Each ai1ns to produce a result that is "a dffference that is almost 
the same, but not quite" (ibid. e1nphasis in original). D01ninant powers expect, as a result , to 
hold to a position where they can always de1nand results, at the saine ti1ne believing the 
object of the de1nand as unattainable; colonial subjects (i.e. recipient NGOs) are inferior and 
therefore not capable of achieving what is required. Donors rebuke recipients for 
underachieving. On the other hand, if recipients were to succeed the superiority of the donor 
would be challenged. 
When a recipient engages with a donor, either willingly or as a result of circumstances, it is 
likely also to wish to achieve a state of being "ahnost the saine, but not quite". fn this instance 
the desire 111ay result in the1n rnin1icking a nu1nber of aspects of a donor 's require111ents , 
and/or the appearance of the donor, eg. its institutional arrangen1ents, its social arrange1nents , 
or its 'public face'. 
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It is i1nportant, however, to not beco1ne the 'other' - so1nething that is tacitly acknowledged 
by both parties. The recipient "questions" the fonns of the donor's behaviour and returns the 
donor's gaze (88-89). At first the recipient begins to i1nagine and then to construct a new set 
of relationships where 1ni1nicry is tinged with 1nockery. In the first period of colonialisn1, i.e. 
up to 194 7, this construction 1nay have sufficed: each paiiner to the relationship understood 
the other, 'accepted' for the sake of harmony the differences between the1n, and knew where 
it 'stood' in respect of the other. Except, of course, this did not always happen --1nany South 
Asians, and especially Bengalis, did not 'accept' the situation. They used it skilfully to 
achieve independence, sometimes baffling the colonial power by a show of '1nodernization' 
(i.e. in the colonial eyes 'westernization') while resisting through Faraizi and swadeshf 
n1ove1nents, and by outright rebellion. 
Bhadralok, in particular, learnt to play this double ga1ne, and apparently wish to continue it to 
this day. I speculate another reason (in addition to the ones raised above) behind reluctance at 
CHADEP to indigenize tenns and conditions of e.g. an MOU with DIFID (UK Aid Agency), 
could be not so 1nuch "it is not possible" as "so.far, it has not been necessary". 
Have donors rebuked CHADEP? Yes, but not in the areas of financial accountability, or 
prograin1ne develop1nent and 1nanage1nent ( areas of recuITing proble1ns with 1nany 
Bangladeshi NGOs). DANIDA, CHADEP's 1nain donor,is clearly 1nore than satisfied on 
those points, but over a period of ten years raised two other issues: i) gender equality within 
the NGO; ii) the absence of a qualitative 1nethodology in Monitoring and Evaluation. 
Under pressure fron1 DAN/DA, CHADEP attempted to address both matters si1nultaneously 
through n1y e1nploy1nent. The solution did not achieve its goal because the NGO failed to 
'read' the donor correctly. As a senior appointee I did not meet the require1nent for 
bhadramahila to be pro1noted within CHADEP, and it becan1e clear the CEO was not 
interested in, probably had no intention of, i1nple1nenting any reco1n1nendations to introduce 
qualitative n1ethodologies. 68 
At the 1n01nent, CHADEP as an organization, its founding directors and 1nany of the people 
working there ( especially at Head Office) appear to be stalled at the point I observed in the 
CEO's behaviour. Extrapolating from the NGO to the broader bhadralok .vamaj, it is possible 
68 Some of this only became fully clear during a de-briefing at the end of my posting. 
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that after nearly two hundred years of 1nanaging relations with the overseas bidesh by 
111anipulating circun1stances, by 1naking skilfully contextualized external adjustments , by 
creating a ' show' of progressiveness , the bhadralok .vaniaJ 1nay have also reached an i1npasse. 
It 1night be in the end that what Cl!ADEP needs to address is not change to its inner ele1nents 
p er se, but to its way of constructing the1n. The organization 1night find that, by creating a 
new social in1aginary, it can retain its own sense of what is culturally appropriate and at the 
sa111e ti111e develop another way of relating to the overseas bidesh. 
Chittagonian bhadralok, in particular those associated with this project, will , I suspect, 
develop new social i1naginaries that will incre1nentally and subtly shift their .vamaJ to evolved 
social fonns not quite like those of conte1nporary conventional .vamaj , nor very much like the 
overseas bidesh. Over ti1ne this is likely to be 'possible', and it is equally possible that they 
will address the issue less as a dilen11na and with so1nething approaching the equanimity and 
good hu1nour of Tharoor's co1n111entary. 
Th ey tell me India is an underdeveloped country. They attend seminars. appear on television, 
even come to see me. creasing their eight-hundred rupee suits and clutching their moulded 
plastic briefcases, to announce in tones of infinite understanding that India has yet to develop. 
Stifff and nonsense of course. Th ese are the kind offellovvs who couldn 't tell their kundalini 
fi·om a decomposing earthworm,, and I don 't hesitate to tell them so. I tell them they have no 
/mo w/edge of histo,y and even less of their own heritage. I tell thern that if they would on(v 
read the Mahabharata and the Ramavana, study the Golden Ages o.f the Mau,y as and the 
Guptas and even o_f those Muslim chaps the Mughals. th e_p would realize that India is not an 
underdeveloped counhy but a high(v developed one in an advanced state of decay . They laugh 
at me pity ingly and sh(ftfrom one.foot to the other, unable to conceal their impatience, and l 
tell them, that, in.fact eve,y thing in India is over-developed, particular(v the social structure, 
the bureaucracy, the political process, the financial system, the univers ity network and, for 
that matter, the v11omen. 
Tharoor 1989: 18 
In this chapter 1ny focus has been broad, looking at the nation and the relationships bhadralok 
develop as citizens of Bangladesh, and the open clash between 'Bangalee ' and 'Bangladeshi ' 
values. Bhadralok relations with the overseas bidesh, particularly in the NGO sphere, have 
been analyzed using CHADEP as a reference point. Now, the focus nanows, and I return to a 
discussion of the local , the desh of Chittagonian bhadralok. 
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Four: Socially and politically aware bhadralok 
... place is not.Just a trivial contingency associated vvith data gathering, but a 
vital dimension of the subject matter ... (Appadurai l 986b: 360) 
Fro1n the beginning of tny contact with Chittagonian bhadra!ok it was obvious they were 
not going to remain fixed in one place. It is no longer customary for the1n to do so; they 
are both socially and spatially 111obile. Com1ected with Chittagong by virtue of bi1ih or 
maITiage, or education or employ1nent - or all four - they could be said to 'belong' to that 
place even when they have n1oved on. Their life experiences in Chittagong have been 
formative to the extent that for all, including those who have co1ne lately to the city, the 
city is part of their desh. Meanwhile, bhadralok develop and sustain relationships with 
likenunded colleagues and con1patriots in Dhaka and other regional centres in 
Bangladesh; radical and revolutionary bhadralok have Jinks with bhadralok of siniilar 
views in Calcutta (West Bengal). 
Bhadralok capacity to be active, and the effectiveness of their activism, is predicated on a 
free and assertive use of public space, something being challenged in conten1porary 
Chittagong. In this chapter, I describe and analyze bhadralok attitudes to their desh of 
Chittagong, and their service in the desh, as part of the NGO collective, and as individual 
social and political activists. 
The desh of Chittagong 
Gupta and Ferguson note it is: " ... not only the displaced who experience a displacement. 
For even people re1naining in fa1nilies and ancestral places find the nature of their relation 
to place ineluctably changed, and the illusion of a natural and essential connection 
between place and the culture broken" ( 1992: l 0). In what follows I intend to draw on 
Gupta and Ferguson's con1111ents to shape the analysis of the second fieldwork period, 
2001-02, but will first build images of Chittagong, and create son1e historical context. 
What en1erges is a story of heterogenous responses, slippage between ideallzed and 
realized versions of desh and questions about identity and 'belongingness'. 
One re1narkable difference an1ong Chittagonian bhadra!ok between 1998-99 and 2001-02 
was the way in which they spoke of then1selves as Chittagonians and their sense of the 
city. In the earlier period bhadralok spoke of the channs of the city, its relative 
peacefulness when co1npared with Dhaka, their sense of the good nature of Chittagonians, 
and of the value of social reforms being undertaken by hhadralok in NGOs and charitable 
organizations. CHADEP people spoke constantly of the NGO as "one big.family'' -
although, characteristically, Jahangir questioned the staten1ent - and pointed to instances 
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of happy social occasions where staff of different social class and religion celebrated 
events such as marriages. I was not always convinced, but was i1npressed by how 
universally such positive staten1ents were n1ade. 
By 2001 n1uch had changed; in the city increased levels of violence were notable, 
divjsions between people (along class and religious lines) that had begun to develop in the 
mid-l 970s were deepening, and 'strangers' had begun to appear in old pa1is of the city 
and in Residential Areas (R/ A). Bhadralok, even those with historical ties with 
Chittagong, talked of displace1nent: not knowing people, not feeling safe, and of 
suspicions that others who had once been friends were now actually enen1ies. They also 
spoke of inimical encroachments on public spaces by 'strangers'. 
Chittagong City is in the south of Bangladesh on the Kamaphuli River, which is wide 
enough at its mouth to allow the entry of deep draught shipping up as far as the 1nain part 
of the city. Chittagong is both the inte111ational seapo1i of Bangladesh and a 
n1anufacturing/conm1ercial centre. In 2001 its international airport was substantially 
upgraded with funds and expertise provided by the Goven1ment of Japan. It is the 
administrative centre for the Chittagong Division of Bangladesh and a District 
Administrator represents the Gove111111ent of Bangladesh. Public institutions include a 
High Court, a Stock Exchange, a University, several major secondary and post-secondary 
colleges, the National Naval Acaden1y, an Art School, and television and radio stations. 
Plans are in process to build a University for Women ( called the Asian University for 
Women) that appear to be the result of an international agreetnent between a nun1ber of 
countries including the United States. 1 
To its no1ih Chittagong Division shares an inte111ational boundary with India and to the 
south and east with Myamnar. Along the boundaries lie the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT). 
This is an area inhabited by people designated 'tribal' by the Gove111111ent of Bangladesh, 
with wh01n the Government was in anned dispute between the 111id-1970s and 1998 when 
a peace treaty was signed (van Schendel 19926; Karim 1998).2 In 2001-2002 there was 
still sporadic fighting. Most of the areas making up the Hills Tracts are closed to overseas 
bides hr. 3 . 
1 Messages to the Groundbreaking Ceremony, I 3January 2004, came from all around the world including 
from : Joseph Crowley, Member of the United States Congress; Martha Nussbaum, University of Chicago; 
Mary Robinson , President of the World Council of Women Leaders; Muhammad Yun us, Founder and 
Managing Director, Grameen Bank; Reiko Aoki , President, Internation al Federation of Uni versity Women http: //wwvu1sian univers itv.org/page I 5-chtm. 
2 Karim rejects the use of ' tiibal ', preferring the more culturally appropriate tern1 'adi vasr (3 15: fn3 ). 31n the time between my first vi sit in 1998-1999 and the second in 2001-2002 CHA DEP began community 
development work in the CHT in partnership with the Government of Bangladesh and indigenous CHT 
groups . Arjun and hi s extended family share ' fictive kinship' relationships with Chakma elite from the CHT 
He has been involved with them in political activity aimed at achieving autonomous government for the CHT 
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Chittagong Zila (i.e. district, one of five in tne Chittagong Division) has local govenu11ent 
in the fom1 of the Chittagong City Corporation and a rural municipality. The population 
of the Zila is 1nore than six million people, two and a half 1nillion of who1111ive within the 
city boundaries. 
I--Iistorical accounts of Chittagong refer to its beauty, enhanced by hilly tetTain in an area 
n1ore noted for flat delta countryside than height (van Schendel 1992a). In the 1960s it 
was a staging post in the 'hippie trail' through Southeast and South Asia; then its 
population was a in.ere 600,000 and anecdotal evidence highlights its cleanliness and 
comparatively easy lifestyle. The drainatic growth in population over forty years has 
brought urban sprawl to the northeast (Chandgaon Residential Area, RI A), slu111s and 
'slum clearance', and reconstruction of low-lying parts of the city after the devastating 
1991 cyclone. 
Three-, four-, and five-storey apartment buildings characterize the newer pa1is of the city. 
Some two-storeyed blocks are built on as owners earn inco1ne from rents and decide to 
invest more capital in their prope1iy. Sizes of apartments vary; some buildings have only 
one apaiiment per storey, others have three. The restriction of the size of the land block is 
circumvented in so1ne instances by building to the boundaries. Con1111ercial buildings are 
also replacing old fainily homes, single storey buildings standing in gardens and 
surrounded by high walls, in the more densely populated areas in and around the poti. 
The Chittagonian sa,naj is predo1ninantly Muslim. In the Chittagong Division are 5179 
masjid (mosques), 4015 madrasil (Islanuc religious schools as against 2,460 secular 
schools), 1143 ,nandtr (te1nples Hindu), 70 churches (Christian) and 177 pagodas 
(Buddhist).4 In ten11s of population the area has been predominantly Muslim in its 
population for at least a century, and nothing suggests that this was a new phenomenon 
when census data was first being collected. The census for the division in 1901 revealed 
that it was 66% Muslim (Roy 1996: 47), inl91 l the figures showed the division was 78% 
Musli1n (Chatterjee 1986: 183) and in 1941 74.6% (Chakrabarty 2003). In the city itself, 
bhadralok Hindus historically have been a powerful influence for change in social and 
political structures ( education, public administration). 5 
Islamic don1inance is visible in physical structures (masjid, maja), heard in the call to 
prayer broadcast fron1 masjid throughout the city five ti111es a day. The presence of 111en 
and boys dressed in pu,~jabt and pyjainas, walking to the masjid on Friday, is another 
within Bangladesh. The Chakma are one of the adi vasi groups in the CHT. Fictive kinship is di scu ssed in Chapter Seven. 
4 This data can be found at http://www.bangla2000.corn/Bangladcsh/Oislr icts!Chittago.)lg.Shtrl1 and is based on 
official GOB figures. 
5 See also Broomfield 1968. 
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visible sign. The all-night broadcasts of the prayers on Lai/at_ ct! _Qadr (Night of Majesty 
- Revelation of the Q 'ran Muhanm1ad, 27 Ran1jan) and on Mawhid _ al _Nabi (Birthday of 
the Prophet, 12 Rabi_ al_Awwal) are other auditory ones. 
How Chittagong is different 
Bangladesh is known for its natural disasters, floods being the most notable. 6 The delta 
regions are subject to annual flooding caused by torrential monsoon rains which occur at 
the same time as the annual melt of snow from the n1ountainous areas in the north of India 
reach the delta river systems. Enormous volumes of soil are shifted and whole villages 
can be carried away in the torrent. Soil fro1n this process is deposited elsewhere to fon11 
char (islands in the river delta) that can sustain pennanent co111111unities for decades only 
to be subsequently destroyed by the saine process that created then1 (Rahman, et al 1994; 
Zainan 1991; Haggart 1994).7 Land ownership in these areas is unstable. 
In Chittagong today one can meet landless descendents of formerly wealthy zamindars 
(landowners) fron1 other districts who once held extensive acreage, land that is now 
con1pletely eroded or permanently flooded. While the Chittagong district is not disaster 
free,8 it is not usually subject to the san1e degree of land erosion experienced in the delta. 
This factor separates Chittagonians to some extent from other Bangladeshis. Land, as an 
asset, is the in1111ovable wealth of traditional societies described by Dmnont, even though 
it is no longer clear-cut that Chittagonian landowners continue to exercise ''power over 
men " (1986: 106 - 107). There is a comparatively high level of land ownership and 
consequent econo1nic stability, even among rural chhotolok; a situation that indigenous 
Chittagonians n1aintain produces their social conservatisn1, pa1iicularly in gender issues. 
Creating identity by asserting difference, bhadralok argue it is not necessa1y for 
Chittagonian bhadramahila to go outside the ho111e to work because families are 
financially secure, but the same argun1ent does not prevent bhadramahila fron1 attending 
university, a well-educated won1an is seen to be a better wife and mother. 
Ashraf, Dhaka based, but studying in Australia, 1naintains in Chittagong, "[!} oca!ism is 
stronger than many other districts of Bangladesh. Historically this region HYLS much 
associated with the region that is now Myanmar. Chittagonian dialect is also ve,y much 
d~fferentfrom. common Bang/a." He also co1mnents that Bangladeshis fro1n outside 
6 See Shaw, 1989, for a description of the devastati ng floods in 1988 and the impact on urban Dh aka. In 1998, 
simil ar flood s once more devastated Dhaka. In a note in Environment, " Bangladesh: The Next Atlanti s?" 
Davi d Heath forecasts that if current levels of annu al fl ooding continue large areas of Bangladesh would be 
completely submerged for most of the year (2003: 8-9). 
7 A lyrica l description of this can be found in Amitav Ghosh 'srecent novel The H1mgty Tide 2004:6-8. 8 The di strict has suffered famine in its recent history, once in 1943-4 (see Greenough 1980), and again in 
1974 .. The latter event inspired Professor Yun us to develop hi s unique system of mi cro-credit banking (Yun us 
1997, 1998). ln 1991 a catastrophic cyclone caused over I 00,000 deaths and substantial damage to the littora l 
when the tidal surge swept into the low-lying coasta l areas. Chittagong is also ea11hquakc prone. 
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Chittagong see the District, and Cox' s Bazar District to its south,9 as centres for extremist 
activities, gun-running, drug smuggling, and terrorist training camps. Ashraf connects 
some activities in the CHT with adivasi nationalist movements in Assan1 (India) and 
Myanmar. He also stresses the role of fundamentalist madrasa in the region in fe1menting 
con1munal violence. 
NGO workers (from national and overseas organizations) coming into the Chittagong and 
Cox ' s Bazar Districts speak of the conservatism of chhotolok in the gram there when 
con1pared with other districts, and say local imam are much n1ore influential than imam 
elsewhere. These are views shared by Chittagonian bhadralok who are candid enough to 
also acknowledge the training cainps at Chakaria, south of Chittagong, and the smuggling 
through Cox's Bazar, and Teknaf on the Bangladesh-Myanmar border south of Cox' s 
Bazar. 
At the same time, and because Chittagong is both a port and a comn1ercial centre, 111iddle 
class Chittagonians emphasize the impo1iance of commerce, of being a business person, 
and of being conservative. These are ranked highly in the hierarchy of values adn1ired. 
A tradition of activism 
Even as Chittagonian bhadralok stress their own social conservatism they equally express 
pride in the role played by the city and its population during the 1971 War of Liberation. 
The events of 1971 , i.e. resistance to the Pakistani Army, and subsequent resistance to the 
oppression of the Ershad regime (1981-1990), had their antecedents in earlier resistance 
1nove111ents, e.g. participation by student activists and local 'revolutionary' leaders in the 
Language Move1nent in the 1950s. 
Historically another event, known as the Chittagong Uprising ( 1930-34), is both 
significant in the liberation history of the whole sub-continent and relevant to this project 
(Chatterjee 1999). h1 1930 a group of Marxists involved in the Independence Move1nent 
seized the Chittagong Armoury as part of a series of planned attacks on British 
Ad1ninistration in the district, in 1932 me1nbers of that group declared a short-lived 
independent Indian nation. Twelve of the leaders were exiled to the Andainan Islands. 
Two leaders were hanged at Chittagong Jail in 1934 (Chatterjee l 999;Choudhury 2002: 
43 ; Masselos 1972: 147). 1° Chatterjee 1naintains the leaders of the Chittagong Upri sing 
9 See Cox's Bazar Di strict map in Appendix 4. 
1
° For an hi story of the Andaman Cellul ar Jail see IJ_ttp ://www.andmnnnccllularjail.org. l--li:;;tQ.D'_._l_}.tm_.,_ For th e 
connecti on between Benga li revolution aries, including th ose in volved in th e Chittagong Annoury ra id , and 
the Sinn Fein Movement in Ireland, see Sil vestri , 2000. See also Chatter:j ee 1986: 182-1 89, on social and 
political movements in East Benga l (Dacca and Chittagong Di visions, and Rajshahi , Pabn a and Bogra di stri cts 
of Raj shahi Division) in the period 1920- 194 7. Peter Heehs 1994 examines the "foreign influences on Benga li 
revolutionary te1Torism" in an earlier peri od ( 1902-1908). He tends to the view th at in the main the influence 
was more techni cal (e.g. bomb-making) than ideological (ibid .). The ea rli er revoluti onari es were '' in spired by 
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were attracted by the prospect of "a pitch (sic) battle against the British forces" in an 
"organized nulitary uprising" as the 1916 Easter Rebellion in Dublin bad been (60). 
Contra the situation described by Gupta, where a "national narrative inco111orates the 
local as one ele1nent in the "larger' spatial and temporal story of nationalism", i.e. 
'" ... local struggles waged for local reasons are 'written into' the national narrative" 
( l 992:72), the Chittagong Uprising, a specifically nationalist project seems to have be n 
largely overlooked in historiography dealing with the 20th century independence 
1novement on the sub-continent. Interest in the uprising see111s to have been relatively 
recent, and there is now so1nething ofa groundswell: a book, Chatterjee's 1999, followed 
by a play based on the book performed in Delhi in 2001. 11 
Descendents of the leaders, and of other activists involved in the 1930-34 revolutionary 
liberation movements, are among the participants of the research group. Fron1 the 1930s, 
and perhaps from earlier 1novements in the late 19th century, bhadralok faniilies have been 
politicized into becoming social and political activists - for up to four generations and to 
the present. Son1e fan1ilies have followed Marxist/Maoist revolutionary ideologies; others 
are 1nore in the Gandhian tradition of non-violence, non-cooperation and civil 
disobedience. One man's grandfather was a Gandhi disciple and a leader of the Non-
Cooperation Moven1ent in the Chittagong district in the early 20th century. Another man is 
the grandnephew of Surya Sen, "Masterda", the revolutionary leader of the uprising, who 
was hanged by the British in 1934. Their families have a tradition of social activism, 
albeit from a different ideological base. 12 
Both families have ancestral ties to the Cox's Bazar district, south of Chittagong. In 
adulthood, Sen's grandnephew retun1ed there to live and work, and the other man 
maintains a role as a 'village elder', mediating in disputes over land and family duty. In 
the late 1950s both fan1ilies were involved in the Language Moven1ent, resisting the 
in1position of Urdu on East Pakistan ( as Bangladesh was then known), by the Pakistan 
Goven1ment. Later, in the 1960s, as students at Chittagong University both 111en were 
involved in the Liberation Movement, challenging the Pakistan Goven1111ent in the 
ongoing language debates, in matters related to the autonmny of East Pakistan, and to the 
accounts of nin eteenth-century European secret societies and some were influenced by the word s of 
foreigners ... " (ib id) . He emph as izes the indi genou s nature of the revolutionary movement in Bengal , which 
had as its chief ai m " ... the rem ova l of Briti sh ru le''( ibid .). The connection with the Sinn Fein in the 1920s and 
1930s was quite sh·ong (Silvestri 2000; Chatterjee 1999: Chapter 4: " Inspi rat ion from Irel and '"). 11 See: " Bengal revolutionary Surya Sen comes ali ve on capital 's stage'': 
http: //www.dailyexcclsio.com/O 1 oct 17/national.htm. A film " Pritilata" (the name of one of the two mai n 
women involved in the upri si ng) premiered in Chittagong in November 2003. See: "' Pritil ata' film premi ered 
in Chittagong": http ://www. thedailystar.net/2003/I I/24/d3112407669 .htm 12 On .differences within the Congress Party especially between left and ri ght wing factio ns, and between 
Jawaharlal Nehru and Mahatma Gandhi , see Ali 2005: Section: " Founding Father' ' and passim. Ali also 
ana lyses the relationship between various Communist Party factions and Congress. 
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protection of Bengali culture. In contemporary Chittagong men1bers of those fainilies 
mentor others, only recently inspired to become politically active, by helping the1n find 
employment and bringing them into activist networks. 
During the 1930-34 uprising many rural chhotolok, son1e related to the fighters and son1e 
not, son1e Hindu and some Muslim, sheltered and fed young men and wo1nen on the run 
from the army and the police (Chatterjee 1999: Chapter 27). Conte1nporary urban families 
connected with these events provide leadership and maintain relationships with the rural 
and urban poor and honouring the historically important connections between the grc7.ni 
and the town. It is a matter of n1ajor concern that in the Chittagong District today the 
worst areas of communal violence are around Fatikchari (north of the city) where once 
people sheltered freedotn fighters. In the turmoil post the 2001 elections many Hindus 
from Fatikchari fled to West Bengal and to family in Calcutta. 
Everyone I spent time with was affected in some way by the violence; most spoke of the 
victi1ns with sy1npathy, but a couple of people felt the Hindus "deserved" their problems, 
because they were "Bangalee" not Bangladeshi. People expressed uncertainty, fear, and 
insecurity. Events, nationally and locally, created personal crises. Friendships were tested 
when some bhadralok took up public action against con1munal violence and others, out of 
apathy or fear, disagreed with them. Sonar's brother-in-law, in a discussion about his 
sense of danger, said' "we can never know what is said about us inside households ."1:, 
Maya wan1ed those present at a meeting of Chittagong NGO workers called to discuss the 
con11nunal violence post-October 2001: "Don't think this cannot happen to J 'OU. There are 
not many of us (i .e. Hindus) left now. You 'fl see - the violence will spread to others. 
Moderate Muslims will be targeted. " She added when she told 111e the story: "You can see 
tho t happening now." 
Socially and politically aware persons 
I can imagine this group may have a specific outlook ... sophisticated middle class -
who are truly bhadro (decent) lok (people). But a vast majority o_f middle class is 
not bhadro in that manner. They ,nay be busy adapting to (eco nomic) dreams and 
harsh reality ... [The bhadralok] group have some power and their own agency to 
il1flu ence things in favor of them better than the general middle class ... [Ashraf, 
cmrunenting on the people in this research project] 
I understand n1y commentator to mean that the bhadra!ok I 1net as part of this project are 
somehow in a privileged position - he ' reads ' then1 as having both econon1ic power and 
agency over and above the norm for Bangladeshi bhadralok society. The problen11ies 
1:1 Discussion of communal repression can be found at the web-site for the Human Rights Congress fo r 
Bangladesh Minoriti es, Homeland Bangladesh: http://www.mavcnfak.c(.1ir\/dec200 1 al.h tm The Bangladesh 
Awarni League (AL) took a full-page adve1i isemcnt depl oring human ri ghts violations on World Human 
Ri ghts Day, I 0December 200 I , The Bang ladesh Observer I 0Deccmber 200 I :9. See also Tani a Amir 2002 . 
104 
perhaps in what I have said to hi1n about the Chittagonian hhadralok who were paii of n1y 
research. Another possibility, which I have largely but not entirely discounted, is that he is 
expressing a typical1y Bengali cynicisn1 about "babusn. Whatever his motivation, n1y 
co1n1nentator definitely shares in bhadralok distrust of other bhadralok 
Despite their high educational standards and their reasonably assured position as 
respectable members of the Chittagonian .famaj, many live austerely, some are 
i1npecunious, and n1ost are involved in social and political projects designed to enhance 
chhotolok lives. If fainily prestige and education have conferred privilege, and I mn aware 
that fmnily prestige for many of them means being descended fro1n liberation fighters, 
then they construe that privilege as bringing dayitto. They demonstrate their sense of 
social awareness and dayitto through involve1nent in a wide range of self-defined and 
self-directed co1nmunity projects. 14 People also spoke of the failure of bhadralok to 
perfonn their civic and social duties; of the selfishness of bhadralok; and 1nany were 
outspoken in their criticis1n of so-called social refonnist political parties. 
Th_e social, political, and co1nmunity arts projects developed by the bhadra!ok of the 
research project fall into two distinct categories: those within CHADEP and those outside. 
CHADEP is the result of an initiative taken by three of its founders (two of who1n are 
Musli1n and one 1-Iindu, of who1n only Arjun, the Hindu, is fro1n the Chittagong District) 
in the early 1980s to develop a short-tern1 and unsuccessful DANJDA-funded boat-
building project into the substantial, and more broadly based organization of today. At its 
inception, CHADEP replicated elen1ents in projects run by Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee (BRAC) 15 and concentrated on "human capacity developn1ent 
such as functional literacy, skill-promoting training," and gender awareness (Khander, 
San1ad & Khan 1998:97). 
CHADEP projects 
CHADEP is, as far as I know, the only 'national' 16 NGOs with headquarters in 
Chittagong. It started out with s1nall c01nmunity developn1ent projects, conducting field 
surveys of .fam,aj assets (nu1nbers of inhabitants, nun1bers of barf, nu1nbers of trees, boats 
etc.) in conjunction with self-ascribed samaj leaders. Geographically the NGO spread 
fron1 its original focus on Hindu fishing villages (J aladas caste) in the area around 
Chittagong city, to the north and west. Most of its beneficiaries now are Muslin1. 
14 On self-conscious motivation see Mines 1988: 575. 
15 See http: //www.brac.net/index2.hbn. 
16 In Bangladesh NGOs are nominated in one of three categories: i) international , i.e. NGOs like OXFAM: ii) 
national , i.e. BRAC and CHADEP inter alia ; iii) local , i.e. small locali zed NGOs such as the one started by 
Maya. 
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Project development was based on 'needs assessn1ent' and included adult literacy, 
'children' education, and fa1nily hygiene. Later projects included planning for and 
allocating construction of latrines and sinking deep tube wells (for potable drinking 
water). 
Although projects were 1nanaged from Chittagong, in the early days senior staff were 
outposted, one of the current directors for exan1ple was based at Alexander Char in the 
Lakslunipur Zila. Those who were working with CHADEP in its early days talk 
nostalgically of sin1pler times when people seemed more co111111itted to the task of 
conununity development. CHADEP 's success in those tin1es and the good reputation it 
developed have brought problems - 111uch bigger budgets to n1anage, a n1ore managerial 
and less con1munity developn1ent approach, and 'spread' which has led to difficulties in 
supervision. By beco1ning large, sophisticated (at least in te1111s of accounting procedures 
and sub1nission and report writing) 17, and 'national', CHADEP has suffered the fate of 
1nany NGOs (worldwide) that have grown into organizations 'out of touch' with their 
'client' base. 
In early stages of employment with CHADEP, 1nost people live and work in s1nall village 
coffilnunity development centres far from Chittagong. That is to say they leave their local 
desh and enter the bidesh. They leave family (wives, husbands, children, parents) to live 
c·on1munally with colleagues in often uncomfortable and poor conditions; to work six and 
seven days a week without any break, and without leave to travel hon1e to visit farnily. 
Salaries are low, even for graduates, and barely enough to suppo1i a family. All staff 
recruited directly to I-lead Office in Chittagong are required to spend so1ne ti1ne at the 
beginning of their e1nployn1ent working at a Coilllnunity Centre. Then they are expected 
to n1ake field visits on a regular basis, and to spend as n1uch as a total of four n1onths 
spread throughout the year travelling to and visiting the centres. 
In the early 1990s CHADEP began conducting program1nes in micro-credit and 111icro-
enterprise, and in gender equity and participatory de1nocracy. CHADEP prograrmnes are 
biased towards n1icro-credit, which differs fron1 micro-enterprise in that the "fom1er is a 
financing operation while the latter is a development-financing operation, and therefore 
17 Gardner and Lewis comment:" ... we need to distinguish carefully between documents (which are usually 
collective statements and as such the outcomes of complex political and social processes) , the beliefs and 
definitions of individual actors, and the actual activities which make up development work. In this respect, the 
link between spoken and written statements and actions within discourse of development is far from 
straightforward. (2000: 18). I was amused to read a comment by MI Zuberi of the University of Raj shahi 
(Bangladesh) on an article by Paul Sillitoe 1999. Zuberi , referring to community development projects among 
''peasant farmers' ' in Bangladesh, mentions the ways the fanners "often showed off by presenting moderni sed 
versions of their knowledge .. . some offered partial ; or made-up infonnation" (Sillitoe 1999:246) . I infer from 
his comments that the Chittagonian bhadralok practice of 'showing' is a Benga li cultural practice (as 
suggested by my Bangladeshi commentator, Ashraf). Zuberi's comments support Gardner and Lewis' and 
emphasi ze the importance of always observing the links between spoken and written statements and actions. 
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integrates human resource development with microfinancing," (Choudhury 2002a: 119-
120). 
Many of these prograinn1es are collaborative with other NGOs (mainly international) and 
with the GOB, and are specifically funded by foreign donors who recognize the efficacy 
of 1nicro-credit in alleviating pove1iy. Field staff gradually beca1ne overwhehned with the 
labour and social costs of imple1nenting and monitoring micro-credit progran11nes - a 
problem facing 1nany NGOs in Bangladesh today. The practice of collecting loan 
payn1ents from bonowers at village community meetings can create conflict between 
villagers and field staff. Field workers also complain that time spent at these 1neetings 
cuts into tin1e available for co1nn1unity development plam1ing. They say," We are just 
money collectors." CHADEP (again like other NGOs in Bangladesh) is cun-ently planning 
to separate its micro-credit programmes fron1 other coffilnunity development activities. 
Micro-credit loans are, nevertheless, a significant part of CHADEP 's activities in the 
gram. Loans are categorized as short, medium, or long-term loans. Short-tern1 loans are 
repayable within a year and are generally taken out by sole women as their first 
experience of the system. Mediu1n tem1 loans are repayable over two to three years, and 
the long-term loans over five years. The progran1111es operate on a participatory grass 
roots model, e.g. bonowers are approved within the group by their peers (loans are 
approved by the lending agency), and superficially meet the criteria discussed by 
Choudhury 2002a as "Islainic" . 18 
In 1998, I was able to visit a barf on Alexander Char where the householders (previously 
landless) had been able to use a long-term loan to purchase land. Such a project is an 
exa1nple of microenterprise, and was both experi1nental and risky. It was designed by 
Bidyut and is regarded by CHADEP as one of its most successful ; n1y observations, based 
on an afternoon's visit, tended to confinn their opinion. The family had constructed 
homes, was economically viable (they fished from the nearby Meghna River) , and 
justifiably proud of their achieven1ent. Their loan had been paid out just sho1i of the full 
tenn. 
Fron1 the same area (Lakshmipur Zila) CHADEP had been successful in facilitating the 
election of won1en to local gove111ment councils. Gender equity and den1ocratic 
pa1iicipation progranm1es, funded by OXF AM and the Canadian Goven1ment and 
conducted for adults (both fen1ale and n1ale) across the district, had opened up 
18 C houdhury says the " first ever workshop in Bang ladesh on mi crocnteq1ri se development us in g Shari 'ah (I s lamic law) instruments was held at th e lslamic Uni versity Chittagong, in December 1998" (2002a: 11 9). In 
practice, however, one essenti a l difference means th e progra mmes are not trul y Is lami c - interest is charged 
on the loans; rates are hi gh - 18-22% per annum. 
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possibilities and helped potential candidates realize their 'dremn' with the support of their 
§amaj. These projects were designed by Sufia, Rini, and Sonar at CHADEP Head Office, 
and, in the implementation phase involved field staff such as Pritilata. In 2001 , Rita began 
evaluating the projects. At the time of our field visit to the community centres in 
Lakshnupur ( 1998), Pritilata was a Centre Co-ordinator supervising a staff of four other 
women and four men The centre services a large area - twenty gram. each with its own 
small 'centre', where staff conduct meetings, classes and training progratru11es, and three 
hundred direct beneficiaries (representing fifteen fainilies in each grctm). 
In other districts CHADEP experiences difficulties, pa1iicularly in the case of the 
Chittagong district where the mainly Hindu fishing saniaj stluggles to provide livelihood 
and the necessary inco1ne to n1eet loan repay1nents. The fishing industry in the Bay of 
Bengal has deteriorated because heavy mineral contanlination from the ship-breaking 
industry, and destructive 1un-off from chemical fertilizers used on inland fa1ms, has killed 
off fish stocks. 
Someti1nes conflict between NGO manage111ent and field staff, the latter frustrated in their 
atte1npts to i1nple111ent the 'vision', creates tension in NGOs. Field staff are often 
constrained to respond to conflicting de1nands without any capacity to provide input to the 
process. It is up to the1n to maintain the balance between their employer and the people in 
the gram whom they serve. Chhotolok beneficiaries are highly likely to know of an 
NGO's Vision State1nent, because the presence of NGO staff in a grilm will have been 
negotiated on that basis. They have a lot of experience with NGOs, and wi 11 pick and 
choose between then1 on the basis of the services promised. They are often frankly 
derisive in their comments about NGOs, which they see as participants in local power 
struggles and '~just after money". 19 
In spite of the problen1s associated with co1nmunity developn1ent in Bangladesh, n1ost 
NGO workers are highly n1otivated, but not everyone at CHADEP subscribes to every 
ideal expressed in its Vision Staten1ent. Son1e believe that chhotolok are so ignorant and 
undisciplined nothing will save the1n fron1 their circu111stances. For those people ' a job is 
just a job', one that they are prepared to do to the best of their ability without subscribing 
to the CHADEP ideology. For others working in a centre, their job is a relief fro1n 
overcrowded households and, in at least one case, relief from an overbearing spouse. 
Work with CHADEP, however, "brings many blessings" for most of the people working 
there.20 
19 SeeShehabuddin 19996 on the way rural chhoto/ok analyze NGO activity. 20 It is difficult to write of the "blessings' without seeing some of them as 'opp01iunities', but th at word 
carries negative connotations - it implies, in the context of Bangladesh NGOs and civil service with the GOB, 
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Individual initiative 
Inside CHADEP, people who are rising through the n1anage1nent ranks might define a 
specific project not previously undertaken by the NGO (e.g. Amit developed a progra111n1e 
to teach advocacy skills to rural poor) , but which falls within the 'vision ' of the 
organization. The project would depend on institutional suppo1i from CHADEP, but 
would be seen as their personal project. In other instances, staff work within an existing 
project but use a new, perhaps 'revolutionary ', approach, an exan1ple of which is the adult 
literacy progranune implen1ented by Sarwar, who is manager of the Education Cell. The 
progra1mne uses the Paolo Friere ideology of "conscientization" (Friere 1972:Paii two; 
1978: 15 and Chapter Three passim) , but employs a more applied approach to teaching 
based on a progra1nme called REFLECT developed in the UK and in1plemented in 
Bangladesh by NGOs in collaboration withACTJONAID. 21 
The second category of project occurs outside CHADEP while drawing on experience 
gained there. Bhadralok in the research group have on a nu1nber of occasions identified an 
issue that, for exan1ple, needs either law reform or restructuring of service delivery (hea 1th 
and education) to urban chhotolok (known locally as "slu1n dwellers"). In the case of law 
reform an exan1ple is the long-tern1 atten1pt, over n1ore than ten years now, of son1e 
Chittagong bhadralok to i1nprove the legal protection and human rights of ethnic 
n1inorities. I-Iealth and education reforms include attempts to provide st111ctured schooling 
experiences for tokai and reproductive health advice to chhotolok fanulies. Custo1narily 
what happens in this category of self-defined project is that a bhadralok will begin to 
search for support ainong fan1ily, friends, and colleagues for her/his analysis of the 
situation s/he has defined as needing reform. From among the supporters s/he will then 
attempt to fonn a coalition of workers and financial suppo1iers. If the person is successful 
thens/he will begin to work on the project - unpaid and in addition to regular paid 
en1ployment. A successful project might in time become eligible for public funding, but 
an organization 1nust conform with Bangladeshi law for NGOs before funds can flow. The 
success rate in achieving public funding is not high in Chittagong, but that does not deter 
people fron1 continuing. 
Rabi is one of the few Buddhists I met in Cluttagong and I worked with him at CHADEP 
in 1998-99. He has since n1oved to Dhaka with his wife and fan1ily . In Dhaka he has 
worked with an inten1ational NGO, and more recently as a consultant to NGOs on project 
th e chance to make extra money from takin g bribes. It is best not used here. " Bl ess in gs'' - a tern, used hy 
Mus lims to convey the good fo1i un e of some people " bl essed" by All ah - despite its reli gious conn ota ti on is a 
more apt tem1 . Chittagong is a predominantl y Muslim c ity. Many non-Mu slims use idi omati c ex press ions 
such as " God willin g'' (in Engli sh, in stead of th e Ara bi c " lnshallah") th at, superfi cially, seem in appropri ate, 
but are the result of long-standin g interacti on and fa mily ti es with th eir Muslim compatri ots. ? 1 
- See also Kh an and Akter 2002. 
109 
develop1nent in the areas of gender equity and don1estic violence. 22 Rabi continues to 
initiate and supervise conununity development projects in his ancestral gram - projects 
that are self-defined and self-funded. Rabi's NGO has functioned well since its inception 
in the tnid-l 990s. 
Further north in the Chittagong division, in Sitakunda, Arifur Ralunan (at the tin1e a 
college student) began an NGO, known as YPSA (Young People in Social Action) to work 
with rural youth. Founded in the 1985, YPSA has become respected internationally in its 
field, and every year young overseas bideshf come to work as short-tem1 volunteers 
(Fassler 2001: 14). Like most of the bhadralok engaged in ful1-ti1ne work with NGOs, 
Rahman is university trained and has a post-graduate degree in political science frotn 
Chittagong University ( 17) - he would have been a student there at the sa1ne tin1e as 
Sarwar, Rani, and Leila. He regularly attends the Friday adda sessions at the Shilpakala 
and is part of the bhadralok network of social and political activists and artists who gather 
there. 
In Chittagong, bhadralok men d01ninate activities such as these, but a1nong the research 
group, Maya has nrnnaged to sustain from her own purse the sn1all NGO she set up in the 
111id- l 990s, which works with urban poor women and children, for a nun1ber of years? ~ 
Maya has paid a price for her detennination - because she is the CEO of her fonnally 
constituted organization, a position for which she receives no remuneration, she has had 
to resign fron1 her govermnent-funded position at a post-secondary college. 
Another won1an, not co1mected directly with CHADEP, is the CEO of a wmnan's health 
organization that she and her husband, an academic at Chittagong University, jointly 
fanned in 1988. This NGO employs mainly women as health providers, doctors and 
nurses, and men in the behind-the-scenes administrative roles (in the centre I visited there 
were six female and two 111ale doctors); most patients are fen1ale. 24 It runs a nun1ber of 
clinics in and around Chittagong and is affiliated with a countrywide network of fa111ily 
planning clinics. 
Work in an NGO such as CHADEP, and in the initiation and develop111ent of srnall 
'private' NGOs, provides bhadralok with an appropriate setting to follow bhadralok 
norms co1mected with day itto (social activisn1 and secularis111). Another in1po1iant 
22 I regret that a planned third field visit has not yet eventuated , because one of its purposes was to accompany 
Rabi on a visit to his ancestral gram north of Chittagong. 
23 Both Maya and Rabi began their NGOs during the more liberal political environment of the AL government ( 1996-200 I) . I am not confident the environment would be so positive now. 24 In these clinics patients pay between tk5 /- and tk I 0/- per consultation. Over the course of both fieldwork 
visits , I met other bhadramahi/a who had started NGOs to work with chhotolok women . I was interested to 
note the emphasis on ' love' in their literature. The connection between dayitto (in this case for those less well 
off) and love carried beyond the family and the workplace to the urban basti. The pattern of privately initiated 
NGOs is well established in Bangladesh (Kabeer 1994; Khan 1986; Rozario 1992). 
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environment provides the setting in which activist networks can be formed and 
maintained, ideas and activist projects discussed, and young bhadralok n1entored. I refer 
to the practice, and public place, of addc7 
Addii and the use of public space 
The adda (sic) ... is a site where several of the classic and endless debates of 
mode111ity are played out - discipline versus laziness, women's confinement in the 
domestic sphere versus their participation in the public sphere, separation of male 
and female domains versus a shared public life for both groups, leisure classes 
versus the labouring classes, an openness to the world versus the responsibility of 
domestic life, and other related issues. (Chakrabarty 200 l : l 63) 
It is notable the way n1en dominate public space in Chittagong where, as in other patis of 
South Asia, the masculinity of public space is not only ideological, it is actual. 25 
Chittagong, as a conservative South Asian city, is a space where won1en are "invisible ' 
not only because of conservative mores, but also, because of those n1ores, women have 
not yet ' territorialized' the baire as won1en have done in Dhaka and Calcutta.26 Wo1nen 
do not pray at masjid; bajars, and transpo1i syste1ns are don1inated by a 1nale presence; 
public recreation spaces (playing fields, badminton courts, sporting arenas and gy1nnasia) 
are also 1nasculine domains. Playing fields are used during Eid _ul _Fitr by local 11u:1c~j id to 
construct a temporary prayjng space to cope with the overflow congregation, and by local 
residents at Eid _ul _ Azha to slaughter the ritual anin1als. The only women I noticed on 
those occasions were chhotolok waiting for n1en to distribute either_fitr or Qubarni 111eat.27 
In and around Chittagong, other exceptions to the n1asculinity of public space are also 
te111poral and include mela (aii fairs, book fairs and 'international' trade fairs), and ur <:-
the aiu1ual gatherings around a maja to celebrate the pfr 's life.28 A few other sites, e.g. 
Patenga Beach, the War Ce1netery, and Foy ' s Lake, are used by fa1nilies as recreational 
spaces late in the afternoon of the Friday ' weekend' holiday. At these ti1nes, it is as if the 
home te1nporarily expanded to include this part of the baire, and women, as me1nbers of a 
fanuly group, and protected by that fact, become 'visible ' . 
Another public social activity prevalent in Chittagong is adda. While not restricted to 
Bengal/Bangladesh, addc7 has con1e to be seen " as something quintessentially Bengali, as 
an indispensable part of the Bengali character or as an integral part of such metaphysical 
notions of ' life ' and 'vitality ' for the Bengalis" (Chakrabarty 200 l: 124). "Adda'' is 
defined by Chakrabarty as '"roughly speaking ... the practice of friends getting together for 
long, infonnal , and unrigorous conversations"( ibid) ; it also refers to the place where the 
25 See Duncan 1996: 127- 128. 
26 See Arnita Sinha on changes in women 's use of ' loca l space' in northern Indi a ( 199 1 :203-22 1 ). J 27 See below Chapter Fi ve for a di scussion of the Qubami meat di stributi on. 28 See As im Roy 1996:Chapter 4 on the pl ace of th e pTr in Benga li syncreti sm. 
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activity occurs. Adda conducted in one or other of two aspects, public or private, is a 
feature of Chittagonian life; it is largely, but not wholly, an urban activity. As a 
quintessentially Bengali practice, addti is also quintessentially hhadra!ok. Participation in 
addti helps: i) bhadralok 1naintain group solidarity; ii) in establishing and 111aintaining 
social and political activist networks. 
In the n1id-20th century adda developed fron1 earlier forms, mainly a drawing roo1n or 
parlour activity under the patronage of the wealthy, as the influence of public institutions 
and practices (universities, public libraries, bookshops and the spread of literatures in 
English, political associations, and resistance movements) associated with 1nodemity 
spread. Chakrabarty points out, however, that when judged by conte1nporary nonns of 
modernity it "is a flawed social practice" ( 125). In pub] ic life it is a predon1inantly male 
activity and "is oblivious of the materiality of labor in capitalis1n" (ibid.) and conducted 
by the nuddle classes who are "usually forgetful of the working classes"(ibid.). 
Chakrabarty raises the question whether the "space of 1nodern adda (sic)" was a 1nale 
space ( 156). A colleague of his pointed out to him that historically "the very acts of adda 
- speaking and eating - through which an adda created its sense of commuruty tended to 
fon11 'traditional' barriers to wo1nen's paiiicipation in a 1nale adda '' (ibid.). ln Chittagong 
bhadraniahila are active participants in addti in drawing roo1ns in the ghare and in the 
before-work morning addti in the workplace, and younger bhadramahila contribute to 
adda on the university campus, but generally public addti follows the practice described 
by Chakrabarty and is "predicated on a separation of male and female spaces'' (157). In 
his view. "Bengali modernity ... never quite transcended the structure of opposition 
between domestic space and that of adda" (161 ). 
On Fridays, the one-day weekend in Bangladesh, it is possible to meet with bhadralok, 
1nainly men, who are interested in social and political activistn, at the Acaden1y of the 
Arts (Shilpakala) in Chittagong. Their presence there is a conscious act; bhadralok do not 
si1nply 'drop in', the Acaden1y is away from the 1nain roads and shopping centres. 
Shi!pakala is housed in a nun1ber of buildings constructed around three sides of the 
prope1iy and facing into a pleasant courtyard that is in the space between the buildings 
and the high boundary fence facing the street. Trees enhance the setting; ai.nenities are 
provided by a 1nan rum1ing a tea-sta11 - he has been serving tea and biscuits there for 
years. On the inside of the boundary walls decorative n1urals have been painted by young 
people, under the supervision of Dulu, the Chittagonian artist whose drawings appear in 
this dissertation. The atn1osphere is energetic and friendly. 
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Few won1.en attend the sessions at the Shilpakala , although n1any 1nale colleagues fron1 
CHADEP regularly attend, engaging in discussion and debate with other activists. 
Generational differences are evidenced by the attraction of younger men to environmental 
issues, e.g. preserving local forests, and the flora and fauna of the Banderban to the south 
of the city. 
I went once to Shilpakala to watch the dress rehearsal of a Bangla language version of 
Oedipus Rex being directed by Sarwar and Rani. The performers included the directors 
(i.e. Sarwar and Rani) , their son, and a small cast of young 1nen. For a nmnber of years 
Sarwar and Rani have been working with the group to develop an ense1nble style theatre; 
the young 1nen were all university students or recently graduated. Many of the 
productions are specifically political in nature and address issues such as corruption in 
Bangladeshi politics and the failure of left-wing political groups to sustain the support of 
the people. They are perfom1.ed at Shilpakala and at community a1is festivals and 
comn1.unity me/a. 
Not all bhadralok engage in public adda such as I saw at Shilpakala. Yusuf and Leila said 
they never went there because "it is too dangerous" . As neither expressed any fears about 
111.y safety, I gather they meant that going to, or, more importantly, being seen at 
Shilpakala would be dangerous for them. The activities there are obviously political 
(perhaps revolutionary, certainly radical) in nature; they would not feel con1f01iable being 
identified with the activities (but not the activists, some of wh01n are fictive kin). Their 
reputations as moderate, not politically active, bhadralok would be endangered. Yusuf 
and Leila 's reluctance to be seen as activists does not, however, preclude their awareness 
of the social and political implications of the changes occuning in their desh; discussions 
about those changes were part of their private add a with each other, other fan1ily 
n1e1nbers, and with friends , within their residence. 
Challenges to the use of public space 
More than one basis exists for Chittagonian bhadralok ' ownership ' of desh: 1) 
landownership, as in the case of Leila ' s father and his family; 2) c01nn1unity involve1nent 
and comn1unity development as in Sarwar 's and Rani ' s case; 3) political activis1n 
(Nationalist and Liberation Moven1ents, Language Movement), e.g. An1it, Arjun, Nani , 
Sarwar and Rani; 4) being Muslim, as in Mowdud ' s case. The first three of these share 
common characteristics of being socially inclusive, secular, pluralist, and built on long 
association with the district. These are Bangalee characteristics, and are currently under 
challenge. The nature of the fourth is exclusive, religious , and anti-pluralist, but outsiders 
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who are conservative Muslims are included. This group of people are becon1ing do1ninant 
in Chittagong. 
In one corner of the field near where I lived in Block Bis a paved bad111inton court; other 
paved courts are placed in s111aller open spaces around the area. In early 2002, a group of 
more than a hundred young men turned up to a court at lunchtime one day and, squatting 
down in the heat, were regaled with political slogans by a BNP local organizer. "Who are 
they?" I asked Leila. "Are these young men_f,,.om Chandgaon? Why are they home in the 
middle of the day?" Leila said they were local boys. "They are at home because the 
university is closed down and they have nothing better to do - their parents support 
them." 
At around the same time a small colunm of irregular soldiers used the playing field for 
drilling. Leila wanted to confront the 'soldiers', to ask why they were drilling in a 
residential area. When she rang Yusuf to tell hi1n, he advised her that we should stay 
indoors and away fro111 'trouble'. Leila said she had never previously witnessed incidents 
like this in Chandgaon RI A, and was convinced both activities were shows of strength by 
the newly elected goven1n1ent. The Govemn1ent was, in effect, flying a kite -
si111ultaneously asse1iing a new use of urban space and re111inding urban dwellers who was 
controlling the strings of the kite. 
During this time Leila expressed discon1fort with the way Chandgaon RIA was changing. 
Having grown up there, having participated as a young bhadramahila in con1111unity 
events, as the daughter of a local property owner Leila had been socialized into seeing 
herself as an 'insider' and as a person with rights as an 'insider'. The rights, not always 
explicitly stated, included shared ownership of public and conununity spaces (her father 
had been on the founding board of management of con1111unity facilities), the power to 
decide who could 'live' in Block B, and to follow bhadra!ok normative behaviour within 
the RI A despite its essentially middle class character. The events described here, and the 
repercussions of the n1otor vehicle accident described in Chapter Seven, brought these 
rights into question. 
Other changes were happening that also raised questions about residential spaces. In 1998, 
the entrance to Block A was n1arked by roadside signs adve1iising playgroups, pre- and 
prin1ary schools. By 2001 the use of residential h0111es for educational purposes had 
spread up the road to Block B. An escalation in the use of residential buildings for offices 
by NGOs had also occurred. Many n1ore people began to come into Block B. The rise in 
co111111ercial use of residential buildings in Chandgaon has probably been stimulated by 
the econon1ic benefit of commercial over residential rents, good supply of serviced land, 
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and the landowners ' response, i.e. to build an extra floor, and/or to construct new 
buildings on land held for some time without development. 
The effect has been not only to change the nature of land use, but also to drainatically 
impact on the relative calm and silence of the area. Chandgaon RIA, in a short space of 
ti1ne, became busy, noisy, and perhaps less safe. Street-side vendors, son1e of them 
allegedly connected with Shibfr the student wing of Jama 'at_f_IslamT (one of the four 
parties in the coalition goven1ment), set up stalls and sold nastct, cigarettes (sold singly, 
111ainly to rik.frl pullers) , betel, and if the olfactory sense can be trusted, marijuana. 
Strategically placed, the vendors can also n1onitor 1novement within the area. 29 
"'Ve don't know who they are" 
One day in 2002 a local vendor, a disabled n1an who had lived in Block B for years, was 
attacked by mastan, his stall and stock of goods destroyed. His wife caine to tell Leila; she 
said the chawkidar fron1 a neighbouring apaiiment block had organized the attack. The 
chawkidar was known to be employed by Shibfr - they had been behind the chawkidar 's 
actions. Under the patronage of Leila, who mediates their presence with bhadralok and 
1niddle class families in Block B/0 the stallholder and his fanuly eke out an existence 
providing s1nall services to local residents - his stall, and his wife's organization of local 
chhotolok women as servants for bhadralok families. Shibfr had taken over s0111e of these 
functions , as part of their monitoring of the area, and this 1nan was seen as an unwanted 
c01npetitor; Sibfr's actions also implicitly challenge Leila's role in the local community .. 
It seen1s that national elections leading to conservative governments is a factor in the 
violence in Chittagong. Anecdotal evidence and newspaper reports suggest that student 
factions and local political associations, who support conservative parties , bring people 
into urban areas as a show of strength. 31 There is also local adda about groups of mastan 
who hire the1nselves out to whoever is in power. 
After the national elections in October 2001 , the drift of strangers into Chandgaon and 
other residential parts of Chittagong increased noticeably. In Chittagong today, in both 
older urban and newer residential areas, the original holders of that desh are being 
confronted by incon1ers, bideshf. Bidyut expressed concern about an unexpected mela in a 
park near Phulk/3 2 School in ' old Chittagong' where his family had lived for decades. He 
was disturbed by not knowing the purpose of the me/a or who had organized it. The BNP 
29 
" Shibfr" ' : literally "encampment". On mastan see Rashiduzzaman 1997: 257, and 26 1 fo r Shibfr. 30 Leil a also gives the proceeds from the sale of Eid_ul_Azha animal hides to thi s family, see Chapter Five for 
a description of distributions during thi s peri od. 31 I heard no suggestion of a simil ar pattern associated with AL el ection success. The cri ticism of AL and its 
supporters tends to stress electoral corruption and expectati on of pri vi leges after a successful campaign. 32 
" Phulki" glosses to mean "sudden burst of light/colour from a fl ower". 
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youth meeting and the d1illing of soldiers are other cases in point. Some bhadra!ok, e.g. 
Leila, Bidyut, A1nit, Sarwar and Rani, and Roushan, allege the purpose of the influx is to 
politicize public spaces previously used as neutral transit zones, festival areas, economic 
zones ( e.g. the bajars ), and educational, cultural and recreational spaces, by the local 
inhabitants. These have been places looked on by bhadralok as their desh and which, out 
of day itto , are theirs to love and manage. 
Ghosh, in a discussion on uses of public spaces in Calcutta, provides an interesting 
contrast to the situation in Chittagong. His analysis of "contested nature of the public 
sphere" (2000:290-291) highlights a different pattern in the appropriation of public space. 
In Calcutta it is marginalised people who have defiantly appropriated space for the 
celebration of Durga Puja; there the nliddle class ( or bhadralok) are being displaced, not 
by conservative political factions creating disaffection an1ong chhotolok, but by self-
activated and politically conscious chhotolok. 
Appadurai (2000b) discusses the development in India since the 1970s where "a 
malignant city began to emerge from beneath the surface of the cos1nopolitan ethos of the 
prior period" (629). Describing events in Mu1nbai (B01nbay) he writes of the press of 
in1poverished rural people who co1ne to urban areas in search of work. In the city, the rich 
"seek to gate as much of their lives as possible ... n1oving always in an envelope of 
privilege through the heat of poverty and the dust of dispossession "(628). In a subsequent 
aiiicle (2002) Appadurai discusses the organizations developed by the urban poor in 
response to their dispossession. These groups become politically active locally and 
network both nationally and internationally; a process Appadurai calls "deep den1ocracy". 
In Chittagong, some bhadralok atte1npt to control their lives as the rich do in India; Block 
Bis one such case. No grassroots move1nents exist, however, as described by Ghosh in 
respect of Calcutta and Appadurai in respect of Mu1nbai. Bhadralok in the NGOs working 
with urban chhoto!ok operate in a top-down mode, aiming to ameliorate rather than to 
radically change the situation in urban basti. Shiblr and fundamentalist leaders work to 
agitate chhotolok; they emphasize grievances without any suggestion of developing 
political consciousness or producing any actual improven1ent in the lives of urban poor. 
The presence of those poor in increasing numbers is construed by bhadralok as the 
"presence of strangers" . 
The presence of these strangers, chhotolok, but presun1ed to be in the pay of "muscle 
power" men, in Lalkhan Bazar (a part of 'old Chittagong') caused disquiet to Sarwar and 
Rani who live there with their two children (a girl in her teens and a boy of about 
l lyears). The children have been attending Phu!ki School, and they have been used to 
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travelling the few kilometres unaccon1panied using a ri/d a. Until recently they had a 
practice of walking down the sho1i narrow lane from their hon1e to the side street at the 
bottom where they can hire a rik§a. If none are there, they can walk a little further down 
to the main street in Lalkhan Bazar to the 'taksi' and rik.frt stand. Because most of the 
drivers are local to Lalkhan Bazar and known to the fa1nily, Sarwar and Rani have not felt 
this was a high risk activity - leaving aside the question of accidents on busy roads - and 
their children have enjoyed the self-esteem of being able to act independently. 
Since 200 l 1nore of the rik.frt drivers were coming from areas outside the city. :n There 
have been incidents of 'Eve teasing' (verbal harassment of girls and women) and physical 
harassment. Girls and women say they do not feel safe. This change has had an in1pact on 
Sarwar and Rani who now feel insecure about their children' s safety. The proble1n was 
a1iiculated by Sarwar who said: "We don 't know who they are ... we don 't know where they 
come fi'"oni." 
Sarwar and Rani are not nai"ve about the problems urban life brings; they were both born 
in the late 1960s and grew up in Chittagong during its rapid growth in population and its 
physical expansion to the east and the no1ih. Recent experiences, i.e. post the 200 l 
national elections, have been negative: violence in Chittagong, harassment of girls and 
women, and coffilnunal violence in the mofussil areas close to the city. 
They talk of the importance of family connection to the gram, because fro1n there " vve 
have our roots" ; city people, especially fron1 the largest, Dhaka, are "rootless" . It is 
equally in1po1iant to develop a connection between the village roots and urban residences. 
Their fan1ily policy of openness to the bidesh, and their efforts to encourage their children 
in independent movement in their desh (Lalkhan Bazar, Phulki School , Shilpakala and the 
areas between) is progressive and consciously at odds with 111ore conventional bhadralok 
non11s on child raising. It is based on a conviction that people need to construct their 
locality. By developing in their children a sense of neighbourhood based on knowledge 
and trust, they have atte1npted to integrate them into an environment that is safe because it 
:n Za idi 1970 writes of th e 1950s movement of rural poor into urban areas . At th at time, vill age people were pushed out of their own areas by social upheaval and economi c stress. Loss of land from eros ion, crop fa ilures 
and depl eted fi shing stocks are factors in the late 1990s and earl y 2000s. Ali sugges ts that oth er factors include ru ra l under-empl oyment caused by "population pressure, environmental constrai nts, and technologica l 
changes in agri culture' ' ( 1995: 3 17). Kh an in hi s study of increased urbani zati on in Bangladesh uses statistics th at show in respect of Chittagong city: 
• Population: 1961 :364,205 
1974:889,760 
Natural increase: 28% 
In-migration 43 % 
• Annexation of rural areas: 29% ( 1982: 384). 
He points to the rapid growth of Chittagong " as a port and industri al-commercia l center ... after the creat ion of Paki stan in 1947'' (389). The population of Chittagong city in the late 1980s was 1,338 ,000 and in 2000, 2,386,000. 
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is known, and where any risk can be calculated. The family has been atte1npting to live in 
the urban desh , hoping to gain the freedoms people experience in the grii,111 , but the rising 
numbers of bides hf undemune their efforts. 34 
They are aware of the pressures caused by growth. They argue what is happening in the 
early 21 st century is part of another social and political patte111, one caused by the loss of 
civil society and trust, which has resulted in the same "sense of social fraginentation " 
noted by Jimeno in her study of violence in Colombia (200 l: 221 ). In Chittagong, as in 
Colo1nbia, "there is a perception of living in a society containing a variety of criminal 
forces and types, which people feel relatively helpless to do anything about"(ibid.). 
Sarwar and Rani nught be somewhat philosophical about change in their desh because 
they understand that they will now never be able to know whon1 the 'strangers' con1ing in 
are. It is not only a question of the nu111bers of strangers; it is n1ore that the strangers do 
not necessarily wish to be known. The newcomers are pa1i of the 'n1odem' world where 
n1any strangers enter our lives without any desire to becon1e incorporated. 35 Yet, they and 
111any of their friends continue to assert a bhadralok presence in Chittagong. A case in 
point occurred in 2002. 
The Shahriar Kabir Story 
hahriar Kabir, joun1alist and freedon1 fighter, was a1Tested at Zia International Airpo1i 
Dhaka) on 22 Noven1ber 2001. He was retun1ing fro1n Calcutta where he had gone to 
collect evidence ( of c0111munal violence and repression in Bangladesh after the national 
elections in October 200 l) fro111 Bangladeshi victi1ns who had fled there. 
On 25 November 2001 , Kabir was brought before the Chief Metropolitan Magistrate 
(CMM). According to the press "[n]early~ o hundred lawyers who belong to the pro-
liberation forces appeared for Shahriyar Kabir before the CMM Court pleading cancelling 
remand prayer and granting bail,,(The Bangladesh Observer: 26 November 2002: 16).30 
Kabir was kept in custody until six-month bail was granted by the High Cou1i on 20 
January 2002. He had been arrested twice, on 22 November 2001, and when Kabir ' s legal 
teain called into question the original arrest the police finally laid charges of sedition on 8 
December 2001 (while he was still in custody following the first arrest). 
~
4 See al so Appadurai 1996: Chapter 9. 
35 See Warner 2002: 55-57. 
36 An item on the same page reported th e Dhaka Uni vers ity T eachers Associati on ' s condemn ation of Kabir 's 
arrest. Over th e next three month s oth er groups and orga ni zati ons join ed in the publi c campaign cond emning 
Kabir 's arrest and treatment in goal while he was waiting for a tria l. See The Bangladesh Observer: 5 I 
December 2001 : 16; 6 December 2001 : 16; 17 Janu ary 2002: 16; 6 February 2002: 15; Edi tori a l, 8 February 
2002: 5. Kabir 's first name is va ri ously spell ed " Shahri ar" and " Shahriyar' ' ." Pro-Libera tion fo rces" is an 
historical tem1 used to refer to individuals and groups who would have supported libera ti on from Paki stan in 
1971 , or those who have since identifi ed with the mores and valu es of th e Liberati on movement. 
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The way Kabir's case was treated by the police and the CMM led to repri1nands fron1 
judges on the High Court bench. Press reports of proceedings highlighted the political 
nature of Kabir's arrest and incarceration; his was one of 1nany cases involving hun1an 
rights activists and Awaini League officials in the 'first 100 days' ofKhaleda Zia's 
Goven1.ment. 
In late January 2002, I travelled to Cox's Bazar to visit Kun1ar and his wife, Binodini, and 
their family. They had 1noved from Chittagong for his employment in a large aquaculture 
project. The household is a site for "drawing room" addil, and open to visitors and 
colleagues; Ku111ar and Binodini's former university teachers, fo11owing their practice 
established in Chittagong, drop in fron1 tin1e to time. The family also took n1e to visit a 
number of other households in the district, most of then1 Hindu. I raised the Kabir story 
with s0111e of them. One of the visitors to Kumar's residence was an academic fron1 
Chittagong University. He seemed well disposed to discuss Kabir, so I asked hin1: "Is 
Kabir a Hindu?" The n1an replied: "Of course not, he is Muslim. fiVe do not dare be so 
outspoken." 
Inside the Cox's Bazar households, men who did not dare to be outspoken in public were 
prepared to speak, even in front of an overseas bideshf; bhadramahila did not contribute 
to the discussion; they sat and listened, and provided nastil to refresh their visitors. 
When I returned to Chittagong I discovered that a group of civil liberties' activists were 
organizing a civic reception for Kabir (released on bail on 20 January 2002) at the 
Chittagong Press Club, Two of the organizers were members of the research group 
(Arjun, and the other a Muslim); among the thousands who attended the Press Club 
111eeting were others, including Sarwar and Rani. Their actions were intended as 1nuch as 
an expression of dayitto for a secular and free Bangladesh as a support for Kabir. The 
values of secularism, free association, and freedom of speech espoused in addil. were 
worthy of being suppo1ied by overt political action. 
The English language press in Bangladesh, while graphic in its reporting, is moderate in 
con1parison with the Bangla language press. English language repotis regarding Kabir' s 
a1Test, court appearances, and visit to Chittagong were factual and avoided florid 
language. The story they told included references to the Rashtrodrohi Protirodh 
Committee (Action Conunittee to Resist the Traitor -ACRT), the traitor being Kabir. 
Listening to adda at Sarwar's residence one day/ 7 I realized the story had been only 
partly told in the English language newspapers. The Bangla language press carried iten1s 
37 Theirs was another household where people came to relax and engage in ad.dc7, as were Arjun and Amit' s households. 
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reporting that ACRT was threatenjng Kabir and his supporters, specifically the Chittagong 
group organizing the civic reception, saying that they should have their tongues slit. Other 
Chittagonians apparently agreed, and people described Kabir and his local supporters as 
"intellectuals", and therefore traitors, who should be lined up and shot as the intellectuals 
in Dhaka had been in Dece1nber 1971. Mowdud, a conservative Muslirn who is pro-BNP 
and anti-Kabir, said Kabir's supporters were not disinterested in their support - '"they are 
paid.'' He said that joun1alists were also paid (i.e. bribed) to write pro-Kabir articles, and 
that the whole was "some sort of Awami League plan. The Awami League is the party of 
the intellectuals'' who are, of course, Bangalee not Bangladeshi, and n1ore than likely also 
atheist. 38 
Mow dud's con1ment about the conunittee being backed by the A wa1ni League is at cross-
purposes with the actual political allegiance of those pro-Kabir people I know, e.g. son1e 
are supporters of, or members of, the Bangladesh Communist Party (CPB). Although 
others may have voted for the AL in 2001, they do not see the AL as a viable alternative 
govenunent. Most of the1n think the AL has 'sold out' on its original principles of 
secularis1n, and that Sheikh Hasina (Leader of the AL Opposition) has becon1e both too 
Isla1nized, and aloof from the genuine needs of rural chhotolok. Criticisms of the AL were 
openly stated. Sarwar was so disdainful of the AL and Sheikh Hasina that in 2002 he 
began writing a play on the issues; he intends to direct the play for public perfonnance in 
Chittagong. 39 
A n1ore 111oderately phrased objection, made against Kabir and the Director of the 
influential NGO Proshika (a1Tested in early 2002 and held like Kabir for a long tin1e 
before any charges were laid), e.g. by Sabina (a secular Musli1n), is that they bring the 
NGOs they are associated with into disrepute.40 The people who objected in thjs way are 
38 Sonia comments, ''Many intellectuals of our socie(y belong to [th e} class of non-believers ... [th ey} can yon 
quite well ... trouble arises 011(.v when they propagate their ideology in print ... " 39 His inspiration has been the Bengali playwright Mahasweta Devi whose plays in English translation he lent 
me. See Bardhan for comments on Mahasweta Devi 's "role in raising the consciousness of the middle-c lass 
educated Bengali" ( 1991 : 183 :fn20). 
40 It seemed members i11 the new four-party alliance government were waging a campaign against Proshilca. In 
March 2002, Omar Tareq Chowdhury, deputy-director, was an-ested on a charge of "can-ying objectionable papers." Chowdhury, who appeared politically neutral having been critical of human rights abuses under both AL and BNP governments, was likely to be charged with sedition for hi s " involvement in anti-state campaign 
abroad" (The Bangladesh Observer l 3March 2002: I). The organization was subjected to ongoing 
bureaucratic review, funds to the organization were cut without much notice, and many staff had to go onto 
half-pay, others were retrenched. The view expressed by some of my colleagues suggested Proshika was 
being ' punished' for taking a political role in the national elections. (See Shehabuddin 1999a for comments on how some 'secularists' profess to understand the resentment against them [ I 029]). l cannot either confim1 or deny that proposition , but it does seem that NGOs engaged in advocacy and civic education programmes 
come under pressure once a conservative government is elected in Bangladesh. After the 200 I elections, 
Proshika was accused by Jama 'at_i_!slami of supporting the Awami League; after the 1996 elections 
Proshika was accused by some Jam.a 'at_i_!slami of supporting the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (Shehabuddin 1999: I 0) . The case against the organization continued: "A lleg8tion against Proshika: 
Government yet to build 'conspiracy' case.'' http ://www.thedailystar.net/2004/05/06/d405060 I 044.htrn. 
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other hhadralok with NGO experience; they are refonrust and favour incren1ental change 
in social structures. Disavowing revolutionary change, they believe agents for social 
change should avoid political activis1n. Their position is no less ideological than that of 
their revolutionary and radical colleagues. 
I wish to co1runent here on religion and its relationship to bhadralok responses to Kabir. 
In no way do I wish to suggest people necessarily coalesced around one religious ideology 
or another, in respect of how they spoke of, and acted in response to, com1nunal violence 
and Kabir's advocacy. Moderate, conservative, and secular Muslims assu1ned a range of 
positions, not easily categorised by their religious belief. 41 
A1nong the organisers of the pro-Kabir committee was a bhadralok man of high repute in 
Chittagong who was, with his wife, plam1ing to go on the same Hajj later in 2002 as 
n1e1nbers of Mowdud' s family. Secular Muslims, frustrated by endless politica I bickering, 
refused to support Kabir and were sometimes openly unsy1npathetic. Other Muslin1s 
(n1ainly 1noderates) and son1e Hindus (who in the n1ain are noticeably secular) and one 
Buddhist fan1ily syinpathised with the pro-Kabir faction, but were, they said, too afraid to 
take political action. The one Christian with whom I discussed the situation, Rita, was 
syn1pathetic, but also took no overt action. In her case I believe it was because she felt she 
would receive no support from her (all fe1nale) household. 
Anyone who attended the Press Club 1neeting, held during work ti1ne, would either have 
had to find a way of re-scheduling their work-related activities or expect to lose pay for 
the time they were absent - that could have affected so1ne people's decision not to 
participate, but I do not know definitely if it did or not. 
The Press Club meeting on 5 February 2002 was well managed. The committee took 
precautions to protect Kabir and he was in Chittagong for only a few hours. Police were 
on ale11 at MA Hannan Inten1ational Airport (Chittagong) and at the Press Club. 
Protesters from A CRT were contained by the police and not al1owed to enter the area 
adjoining the club. Notwithstanding these 1neasures, "bo1nbs were hurled around the Press 
Club in tlu·ee phases ... "(The Bangladesh Observer 6February 2002), and a rik.(a pu11er 
died fron1 injuries received in one botnb blast. Police also held Kabir at the airport on his 
4 1 Islam in Bangladesh encompasses a diverse range of beliefs and practices, something I take up in detail in 
Chapter Seven. Here I define "conservative", "moderate", and "secu lar": conservative: Muslims following 
Wahhabi or Sunni practices who pray five times a day, attend the masjid weekly (i.e. male) , adhere strictly to 
fast laws, and who try to maintain pardiz within their households; moderate: any Muslim (male or female) 
who maintains the fast during Ranylln, is devout but does not necessarily pray daily, and is generally open-
minded in regards social mobility of women; secular: includes those Muslims who may or not fast during 
Ran!fdn, but who (for social reasons) will sacrifice a beast during Eid_ u/_Azha, they generally do not 'beli eve' 
in the Q 'ran, and may even be agnostic. See also Banu 1992:54-55 . 
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arrival and for some time refused him any contact with the organizers waiting to meet 
h . 42 lm. 
On 8 February 2002 The Bangladesh Observer editorialized: 
The holding of a civic reception to Shahriyar Kabir at Chittagong Press Club 
against overwhelming odds is highly significant. This is so because it means a 
moral victory for the pro-Liberation forces of the country since they went onto their 
back foot after the October 1 national election ... . Once again the pro-Liberation 
forces have been caught off-guard, this time by none other than the ideological 
followers of the Pakistanis who wanted to decimate the Bangalee nation 
intellectually. 43 ( 5) 
The reactions of friends and colleagues when I tried to discuss Shahriar Kabir (and his 
Chittagong suppo1i group) were revealing. In the first instance people were interested to 
find out how [ knew (along the lines of "apnar Ice bole?" referred to above in the 
Preface). The next reaction was to affirm that there was no trouble for the Chittagonian 
activists. Most reinforced the opinion expressed by Uma and Rita (present at the 
discussion at Sarwar's residence) , the people involved in the plam1ing co1mnittee were 
'fine' , they were in no danger. Sarwar, however, pointed out that reliable as the English 
language newspapers were they had not covered the story of the threats by the ACRT to 
"slit tongues". People at the discussion then acknowledged there had been threats, but said 
that the organizers were "habituated''. 
I persisted: "What ff I visit one of them [that is one of the organizers to whon1 threats had 
been issued] and am seen doing that, do I bring danger back to the household where I am 
stay ing?" (The household while sy111pathetic was not overtly connected with the 
activists.) In presenting the question I used the analogy that, inadve1iently, I might be 
can--ying "spores of danger" between households. People responded by asking did I not 
realize that our colleagues "are habituated to their residences being watched?" If there 
was a problem, then it had always been so. Someone was always watching. 
After the n1eeting at the Press Club I asked people who had attended if they had been 
frightened. Rani asked 111e in retun1: "Should I be.frightened? Should I not go? Th ere were 
no problems. ""And the bonibs ?" I asked. She replied: " We are habituated. " 
I did not hear any of the activists criticize their friends for not taking action, but A111it 
wondered aloud if perhaps Bidyut was losing the revolutionary zeal his family had been 
noted for. The dangers inherent in publicly supporting Kabir were, however, implicitly 
42 Fu1iher infonnati on on Kahir can be found at two on-line sites : Ajoy Roy " Introdu cing Shahri ar Kc1 bi r: A 
Humani st" http :/.:\vw,v.mukto-mnna.corn/Articles/ajov/slrnhriar.h l-111 I: Moh iuddin Ahmed: "Shahri ar_ Kabir 
and hi s Commitments" et seq. http:/iwvvvv.secularvoiccot11angladcsh.org/shahriar kabir bPdv.htrnl. Kabir's 
statement rega rding hi s third arrest and detention (7December 2002 - 7 January 2003) is c1t: "statement of 
wiiter, j ournali st Shahri ar Kabir submitted at Bangladesh" http ://www. hvk.org/art icles /0503/20 I .h tml. 43 The Editori al is headed "Turning Point". 
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acknowledged. It was noticeable that, despite what they said about being habituated, 
people were nervous and concerned. Just after the Chittagong Press Club 111eeting Arjun, 
one of the organizers, took me on an excursion through the old city (the 'real Chittagong') 
to take photos. His adolescent daughter accon1panied us. At one point, when we stopped 
at a shop to buy fihn, she asked if she could get out of the car, but was told "stay there". It 
was not that there was any obvious danger at the tin1e, it was that she has been taught to 
follow her parents' advice even in relatively si1nple 1natters like where and when she 
could get out of a car. 
This girl attends school in India. One of the reasons her mother, Maya, gives for the 
decision to send her there is that it is safer for her daughter, as the only child of working 
parents, to be at boarding school than at home alone, or in con1pany of servants the fa1nily 
is not confident they can trust. 44 Bhadralok Hindus are especially nervous that their 
Musli1n household servants could be in the pay of Islainic fundamentalists, e.g. ShibTr or 
an imam in a local masjid. In one instance a wo1nan who had worked in a household for 
1nany years refused to continue. When her e1nployers followed up the matter, the won1an 
said she was frightened to continue service in a Hindu household because people within 
her ownjati had threatened her with physical violence if she did. 
Other bhadralok expressed their fear that servants would give information of the 
household, perhaps steal fan1ily heirlooms such as treasured .<arf or jewellery, or, worse 
still, kjdnap a child. More widely, bhadra/ok of any religion fear their young children 
1night be kidnapped: daughters taken to India and sold into prostitution; sons to the 
Middle East and sold as camel jockeys to rich sheikhs. 
On the other hand, it is equally noticeable that, despite the often-volatile behaviour of 
Chittagonians, bhadralok (women and children, as well as men) are habituated to 
1naintaining a caln1, so1netimes indifferent, demeanour in public. When trouble irrupted 
into n1y host's household after a motor vehicle accident in December 2001,45 Leila said 
we (n1eaning herself and me) should not "let people see us looking worriecf' when we 
44 During our tour of the ' old' city to take photographs, A1jun explained that the di straught bhadramahila we 
saw at the port was searching for her eight-year old daughter who had been mi ssi ng s ince after breakfast that 
morning. The men working on the wharf were sympathetic, but nobody held out mu ch hope for the girl 's 
recovery from kidnappers. In August 2002, The Dai~)' Star carried an Editorial "Abduction scare chilling 
schools . .. " commenting on "threats issued throu gh anonymous letters" requiring bhadrulok parents with 
children at schools in Dhaka "either pay three lakh or face nbduction of three pupil s from each school on the 
expiry of a specified deadline.'' http: /!www.dailvstarnews.com/20070~[J_3!J12U8 1.302 .htm. In C hittagong (August 2003) two Shibfr activists confessed to kidnapping two male students and named others involved. 
See: "Simon, friend freed, 5 abductors held ." http: //www.thcdailysLJJ' .ncti2003 /08/27!d30 K270 I 022.htrn . Two 
days later, Th e Daizy Star reported a girl " in class four at Lohagara in Chittagong su burb, was picked up by a 
gang of four on her way to school ... " ( on 27 August 2003) 
http :/1\y\.vw.thcdailystar.11et/200J /08/29/d30829011515.htrn "Previous enmity over lancf' is frequently given 
as a reason for such abductions. 
45 See Chapter Seven. 
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went outside the residence to go shopping. It is not a sense of decorum alone that dictates 
this response, it is also a sense of how important it is to show others "we are fZn e/ this 
crisis has not affected us." This presumably was the basis of Rani's position - it is better 
to act as if not frightened, and to not let fear affect one's actions. 
Once the meeting at the Press Club was over and the press began analysing the outcon1e, 
it was interesting to note that at least one, The Bangladesh Observer made a connection 
between the event and other earlier ones: 
.. . it should be noted that by according a reception to Shahriyar, Chittagong did 
itself proud. The port city was responsible for such a tum-around in the past as 
well. Let us hope, its healing touch will once again bring all into their senses ( Th e 
Bangladesh Obsen ;er 8 February 2002: 5) 
What 1night have been the earlier ones implicitly referred to? The role of the city in the 
Liberation and Language Moven1ents are obvious ones, but give the co1n111e1noration of 
the 1930s uprising in the naining in Chittagong of public buildings, and of the 
co1nn1emorative n1urals of leaders of the uprising on the exterior wall of the sports' 
stadium, it is probable that the newspaper was also referring to those events. 
In contemporary Chittagong the families of the 1930s uprising are represented in NGOs, 
Chittagong University, and the hu1nan rights' movements; some of the1n were involved in 
organizing the pro-Kabir rally. The same division between revolutionary and radical 
ideologies evident in the earlier period exists today. Revolutionaries tend towards 
Marxisn1, e.g. towards more direct action, and are inspired to seek total change in society, 
i.e. a move towards a classless society where nonnative patterns of patriarchy and 
conservative hierarchical structures are overturned. They are secular and favour socialist 
models of govenunent. 
Radical politics in Bengal/Bangladesh historically were aligned with the Congress Pa1iy, 
and the non-violent civil disobedience activities espoused by Gandhi. Radicals are 
identified with various rights ' 1novements. Standing between revolutionary and reformist 
ideologies they seek change in social structures based on principles of equality and 
freedon1. They support secularist and pluralist models of government. 
Revolutionaries and radicals join in con1mon causes, in the past in respect of the 
Language Moven1ent and the Liberation of Bangladesh, and more recently in opposing 
Ershad and Islamic fundamentalism. They are 1nore likely to identify as 'Bangalee' . 
Refon11ists stand to the 'right' of radicals, but may s01neti1nes take up a position with 
the1n on human rights ' issues. While sympathetic to the Language Maiiyrs for instance, 
they generally eschew activism; 1nany would self-identify as "Bangladeshi" . 
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If we examine the response of Chittagonians to the work of Kabir in the context of 
com1ection with the 1930s uprising the following points arise. Firstly, Kabir, who 
provided the leadership in following up on com1nunal violence post October 200 l , is a 
Musli1n. This is significant because the majority of victi1ns were Hindu. The leaders of the 
1930s events were all .Hindu. Secondly, Kabir ' s Chittagonian suppo1iers were Muslin1 and 
Hindu, one of who1n is directly descended from radical activists of the early 20th century. 
Among the suppo1iers were also descendents of early 20th century Marxists. Thirdly, as in 
the earlier period, activists were part of a network spanning Ea.st Bengal (Bangladesh) and 
West Bengal; the cities of Calcutta, whence people fled in 2001 , Dhaka, and Chittagong 
were linked, but the centre of protest was once again Chittagong. Although n1ost of the 
discussions regarding strategies were conducted in private, the actual protest took place in 
public; bhadralok once again used public space to express their resistance to political 
oppression. 
Dilemmas in Chittagong 
Much of what is happening in Chittagong, and elsewhere in Bangladesh could be seen as 
paii of a worldwide crisis of ' identities' within nations, particularly those with substantiaJ 
indigenous n1inorities coming to terms with either permanent colonial or long-term. 
settlen1ent by Europeans, and in those countries of South Asia and Africa where diverse 
indigenous groups are still coining to ten11s with their own post-colonial develop1nents. 
Nationalis1n and ethnicity feed each other. Nationalists construct ethnic categories that in 
turn drive others to construct "counterethnicities .. . For every nationalism that appears to 
be naturally destined, there is another that is a reactive byproduct"(Appadurai 1996: 163). 
In Bangladesh, as in n1any other patis of the world, ethnic identity and religion are 
contentious issues. Bhadralok are also dealing with a prolonged, if somewhat inte1mittent, 
challenge to their sense of the history of Bangladesh.46 
Over titne, removal of the ritual re-enactment of historical and religious events could 
deplete co1nmunal memory causing the construction of confused accounts of those events 
(Connerton 1992:61 ; Riddett 1993). At a time when bhadralo!c are trying to create a 
coherent nation, when they are striving to find a consolidated and unified focus on a 
generally agreed ' national project ', such hindrances and interruptions in the trans1nission 
of the idea of BangJadesh history through ritual re-enact1nent, the suppression of oraJ 
46 Rozari o refers to "a ltern ati ng use of ethni c and re li g ious identiti es in e li te-l evel po li tics" ( 1992 : 23). Ta lbot, 
takin g a mu ch lon ger hi stori ca l perspective, says that whil e " [t]here is a genern l consensus [among scho lars of 
South Asia] th at it is qu esti onable whether a Hindu or Mu slim ident ity exi sted pri o r to th e nin eteenth century 
in any meaningful sense .. . modern identi ties do not spring full y fas hi oned out of nowhere" ( 1995 : 693 -94). 
Her analys is of Hindu-Muslim identiti es in pre-coloni al Indi a is an attempt to bri ng some understa ndin g th at 
" may help us grasp the impul ses leading to modern commun al confli ct" (694). T albot does not und erestim ate 
th e rol e pl ayed by the 81iti sh coloni al admini stra tion in ' constru ctin g' commun al v io lence (693) . 
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histories, and the removal, by government decree, of texts from use in schools and 
universities are damaging to the ' project ' (Fentress & Wickham 1992: Ch2). 
Bhadralok assessment of changes in the last decade or so highlights an increase in 
personal danger (increased violent crime: murder, kidnap, rape, acid attacks and arson) , 
the loss of certainty about social class , loss of personal freedon1 (freedom of speech, 
freedon1 of belief) and an increase in co1mption (in goven1111ent and within NGOs). All of 
these have a negative in1pact on them as they continue to deal with natural disasters 
(cyclone, flood, and earthquake) and the increased risk from high levels of arsenic in 
potable water. 
So1ne Chittagonian bhadralok continue fa1nily tradition and their involve1nent in radical 
social and political activity. Besides experiencing the general malaise their bhadralok 
colleagues feel , they also face direct risks to their personal safety, loss of en1ployment, 
loss of funding to the NGO they work with and restriction of movement. For example, all 
staff at national universities are employed by the state; one academic told me: "We never 
know (f we are going to be able to travel overseas until the plane leaves the ground. 
Permission to travel overseas can be revoked at any tinie up to this point. We wonder: 
will someone come to take me off this plane?" They also face arrest without being 
charged, or being held on specious charges. Events following the c01n1nunal violence of 
late 2001 show how these issues were variously construed and dealt with within the 
Chittagonian bhadralok .famaj. 
In a context of rapid population growth, urban poverty, and widespread violence other 
bhadralok, equally well-educated and reflective, feel these effects, and out of weariness 
and frustration withdraw into the ghare, treating baire and bidesh/bideshtwith caution. 
The dilemn1a they face as a result is loss of contact with the bideshlbidesht leading to 
increased n1isogyny and xenophobia. They cease to question stereotypes, because 
stereotypes have become a refuge. Having assessed the situation and the risks, they 
choose the ' quiet life ' and ' ignore' repression - sometimes in the face of disapproval fro111 
fanlily and friends. 
Staying in the world, but remaining silent is also an option, but as Randhir Das, and 
Sonar's brother-in-law both independently conunented: "Is that right? ls it right to be 
afraid? Once we would have spoken. " The brother-in-law added: " We cannot sp eak out. 
We are three old people in the residence (he lives with his wife and his very old mother). 
Someone might come. " What he did not point out on this occasion because it hangs over 
discussions of this kind all the time now: " We are not Muslims. " 
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The strength of the household (ghare) in meeting the challenges of the world (ha ire) is an 
important factor in successful negotiation of the boundary between the two. It is i1nportant 
that bhadralok choosing a public life of social activism should operate fro1n a secure 
family base in the community where they work. The longer her/his fainily has lived in 
Chittagong, and the more strongly s/he is i1nbued with urban bhadralok mores, the n1ore 
likely a person will succeed. Individuals also need to be skilled negotiators, intuitive to 
the nuances of the context in which they operate, and inventive in planning and sustaining 
their argument. These are also skills bhadralok need to deal with another contentious 
elen1ent in n1odern Chittagong - religious belief and practice. 
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Five: "You have to talk about it all the tbne": religion in Chittagong 
Every aspect of bhadralolc life is affected by religious affiliation, belief, and practice. Urban 
Chittagonian bhadralolc find increasingly religion is a boundary 1narker in their social 
relations. Religion can separate fan1ily 1ne1nbers and affect the work place. Non-Musli1ns and 
moderate Musli1ns alike live in fear of co1nn1unally based violence. They are being 
challenged to deal ethically with the conflict that these problen1s cause. 
This chapter is an "effort. .. to 'find' the religion in the life and world of believers"(Roy 
1996:7). Following the lead given by the bhadralolc of the project I look carefully at how they 
'show' religious belief - in the household (ghare), in the world (baire), and in their famaj and 
at how belief and practice affect social relationships ainong Chittagong bhadralolc. What are 
the consequences of personal belief, one's own and that of others? 
Talking about religion 
Sonar asked: "Will you come to visit my sister?" We ananged to 1nake the visit at the end of 
Sonar's working day and n1et at the crossroads, near the 'baby-taksi' stand. Sonar negotiated 
the fare, which was higher than she expected. Petrol prices had just been increased by the 
GOB and a nu1nber of 'baby-taksis' and rile.vets had been taken out of service having been 
dee1ned unroadworthy by govern1nent transport officials, and this had led to vehicle shortages 
in 111ost parts of Chittagong. Sonar co1nplained about the rising cost of living, her woes 
exacerbated by the fact that, whereas once she and her sister had lived within walking 
distance of each other, Sonar's 1nove to Chandgaon RI A to live had affected ease of contact. 
We sat with Sonar's sister and brother-in-law on their verandah, which runs along three sides 
of their residence and overlooks a baralolc family's garden. The apartinent is well situated to 
catch the afternoon breezes, and potted plants and hanging garden baskets eased the sun's 
glare. As the conversation flowed I gathered the fainily did not feel safe any 1nore - there 
were too 1nany strangers around, and mastan who harassed residents and stole gold jewellery 
fr01n bhadraniahila passing through the area. Sonar said that passengers in rikfa are as 
vulnerable as those on foot. Rik.va 1nove slowly through the traffic and offer little protection to 
passengers fro1n passing thieves who can si1nply put an ann through the flin1sy cover, at the 
rear and sides of the vehicle, and rip jewellery fr0111 wrist, neck and ears, and handbags fro1n 
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laps. Bhadramahila were now choosing to travel by 'baby-taksi', deetned 1nore secure, but 
1nore expensive - another factor in rising costs of living. 
Sonar's brother-in-law is a retired acadetnic. He and his wife (a medical practitioner) 
expressed interest in 1ny research project. The brother-in-law probed, courteously but 
persistently. What institution was I attached to? Who was 1ny supervisor? What was 1ny 
research question? What background did I have in 1ny research area? Who were 1ny research 
subjects? How long was 1ny project? When would I subtnit 1ny dissertation? I tried , as best I 
could, to 1neet the challenge, finding that when I avoided an issue 1ny interlocutor took n1e 
back to the point he had raised. He 1nanaged the conversation and left 1ne little space for 
creative evasion or polite non-sequitur. It was a tough discussion, but the 1nan's interest 
seen1ed genuine. I was flattered. 
"And your findings ?'' 
I demutTed , saying I had a long way to go. 
"You have not mentioned religion. " 
Indeed I had not; I had been deliberately avoiding the topic. Before I could offer an 
excuse, he continued: "ft 's unavoidable isn't it? Muslims ·want to talk about religion all 
the tinie. " 
His weariness both 1natched 1ny own experience and raised the irony that even he could not 
avoid talking about 'it'. He spoke directly to the 1natter of his weariness and to his sense of 
the co1npulsive nature of the Chittagonian preoccupation with religion. Ti1nes had changed. 
Where once there had been freedo1n, there was now oppression. Ti1nes were dangerous, 
especially for 'non-believers' like his fa1nily, who, as Buddhist, are viewed by conservative 
Musli1ns as atheist. In Chittagong, Buddhists and Co1n1nunists are now 'beyond the pale' and 
are despised by conservative Musli1ns , who, on the other hand, tolerate Christians as "people 
of the book" and Hindus as at least being theist. 1 
Echoes of other conversations resounded. While I was never con1fortable about 1neeting the 
challenge: "Tell me do you believe in God?" l had become aware that what was a 1ninor 
in-itation for 1ne was a substantial 1natter for many of 1ny bhadralok friends. 2 Over ti1ne, 
religion, ethnicity and citizenship have bec01ne intrinsically interwoven in Bangladesh; a 
'wrong' answer to a challenge about any one of then1 is potentially life-threatening. Much 
about a person can i1nply the answer before it is verbalized: fainily na1ne; personal naine; 
dress and ornamentation; and dietary habits. Fa1nily occupation, education and language can 
1 See Choudhury 2002b: 60-65. Robinson maintains an historical factor contributing to a Muslim' s sense of J\ 
community, one beyond state and international boundaries, comes from these attitudes to non-Muslims ( 1979: 85 ). 2 See Riddett 2003 . 
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also be indicators of religion and ethnicity. 3 Privately people ad1nit they are concerned about 
the widening gap between Hindus and Musli1ns: "In the past", said Maya, "We could count 
on our Muslim.friends. In a crisis they would ring us and ask us (f we were all right. Now they 
don't, they keep silent, or they do not visit us." 
Figure 8: masjid in 'old' Chittagong 
Pirs, Persians and Pluralism 
Any religion (its beliefs and practices) can baffle an outsider - indeed, adherents are not 
always clear as to the detail. In an atten1pt to reach a basic level of understanding outsiders 
often look for universals - religious tenets that all believers 1nust follow - and for differences 
between their own religious beliefs and those of the 'other'. I believe we also share a 
tendency to expect of the 'other' greater consistency and correlation within and between 
belief and practices, to expect strong belief to lead always to goodness (i.e. 1nore ethical 
behaviour and higher 1noral standards in quotidian life), than we 1night expect of ourselves. 4 
These are issues addressed by Barbara Metcalf. Referring to the historiography of the Indian 
sub-continent, and by way of explication to the other social sciences, Metcalf follows Ludden 
3 Where a person lives is less of a problem; apparently no ethnic/religious enclaves exist in urban Chittagong. 4 On th e conflation of a reli gion and its theology, see Sanadjian 's review of Ernest Gel Iner I 992: Postmodern ism, Reason and Religion, London: Routledge ( 1997: I 27-128). He says that Gel In er: " .. . fails to consider power implications of reducing religion to a doctrine'' ( 128). Sanadjian reviews Akbar Ahmed 1992 Postmodern ism and Islam London: Routledge in the same article. 
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] 994. 5 She c01runents: " . .. we assu1ne that there are enduring continuities to being 'Hindu ' or 
'Musli1n '; we attribute explanatory value to these essences in historical settings ; and we 
extrapolate fro1n the1n to bounded sociological categories" (1995: 955). Musli1ns are reduced 
to categories: " '1nonolithic ', 1nilitaristic ', 'si1nple ', 'fanatic' , 'and egalitarian' ... "(ibid.). 
Franck, in his critique of Huntington's theory of the 'clash of civilizations ', points out the 
necessity of paying attehtion to the divisions within Islan1 (1997: 606) , and supports his 
staten1ent by referring to intra-Isla1nic conflicts (Iran-Iraq, Iraq-Kuwait, Afghan civil war, and 
conflict in Algeria between 1nodernists and Isla1nists) and to theological divisions (Sunni, 
Shia and fsh1naili). 6 In Bangladesh, 1nany fonns of !slain exist, including adherents of Sunni 
and Shia beliefs , and believers influenced by the two major 19 th century reforn1111ove1nents, 
Faraizi and Wahhabi. 7 A1nong rural people, and urban chhotolok, are re1nnants of an 
historically significant and specifically Bengali fonn of syncretic religious practice that for 
centuries was inclusive of Musli1ns, Hindus and Buddhists. Roy in his study of the 
pheno1nenon calls it the "Bengali paradigin" (l 996:Chapterl ). 
The in1portance of locality and local co1rununity (desh and .{amaj) in shaping a 'Musli1n' 
identity, has noted by Gihnartin. Following historian Gyanendra Pandey, Gihnartin says, 
"Musli1n identities in India were ahnost always e1nbedded in a range of particular social and 
political orders" (1998: l 073 ,einphasis in original). 8 
When Chittagonian bhadralok speak nostalgically of the gram, where people are known to 
each other and where religious difference is acknowledged but not divisive, they are 
5 See Metcalrs Bibliography: Ludden , David 1994 "History Outside Civili zati on and the Mobility of South Asia'' - ·-South Asia vol. 17 : no. I : 1-23 (Metcalf 1995 : 966) . 
6 His argum ent mi ght have been stron ger ifhe had spoken of ' differences' rather than ' di visions'. Franck also tes ts 
an assumption implicit in Huntington 's th eory th at " Islam and other non -Western systems are accurately 
represented by th eir most radi ca ll y conservati ve manifestations ... " ( 1997: 608). Sonia has also expressed concern 
about th e ' bad press' Muslims received after September! I (e-mail conespondence: December 2002). 7 On the di versity of Islam in Benga l see Ahmed 1988: 11 8-1 2 1. This is a good discussion of th e "contradi ctions between th e core valu es respecti vely of th e ashraf and th e a trap way of li fe ... "( 12 1 ). Th ese di visions with in 
Beng<1 li Islam are not gern1 ane to thi s di scussion, because no one ra ised th em as an issue, hut it should be noted 
that "ashraf" means "well -born town-dwelling Muslims who claim a foreign ancestry" . The ashraf claim also to be th e ri ghtful inh eritors of th e Mughal cultu ral tradition s. Atrap are nati ve, lowly born Benga lis who conve1ied to Islam. Although Ashraf is a common personal name in Bangladesh, none of th e people I kn ow ca ll ed that, nor 
anyone else on th eir behalt~ claimed ashraf sta tu s. 
8 Commenting on th e hi stori cal social and politica l factors contributing to Muslim identity in Indi a, Gilmartin says: 
" If Islam shaped noti ons of legitimate mora l order, it did so in relation to loca l configura ti ons of power and 
communi ty confi gurations in which di stincti ons of status, hi erarchy, and interest among Muslims were cri tical, and in which Hindus and Muslims were sometimes intimately joined" ( 1998: I 073). He continu es that th e meaning of Hindu and Muslim festi va ls "evoked symbols of moral order drawn from di stinctively Hindu or Muslim 
repertoires. But on another level, their meaning was intimately conn ected to th e distinctive parti cul ariti es of loca l pl ace, and thus to loca l structures of relati onships and traditions of perfonnances that Hind us and Muslims shared" ( 1074). 
131 
' i 
\ 
\ 
i1nplicitly describing two aspects of historical develop1nent in Bangladesh: urban sprawl, and 
the decline of the 'Bengali paradigin' - religious syncretis111. 
Roy argues a unique c0111bination of human geogi·aphy and historical develop1nent accounts 
for the pred01ninance of Isla1n in Bengal's eastern, southern and northern districts (1996: 15). 
The physically unstable nature of landfon11s and the pri1narily agricultural nature of society 
(which persists) set the conditions for a frontier society that precluded "settled authority in the 
region"(l 7). He says: 
Taken together, the ferocity of nature and the anarchical conditions in the lower delta, 
aggravated by the conditions of institutional inadequacies in social and cultural te1ms, 
underlined the dire need of some binding force of authority, stability and assurance in a 
largely unstable physical and social situation.(ibid.)9 
Historically (since the late 13 th century), these conditions were exploited by "Musli1n 
adventurers and settlers" (Roy ibid.), who through their leadership, social and spiritual, 
gained the respect of rural dwellers and provided the 'binding force'. The leaders in ti1ne 
becaine known as ptr. Not all ptr were Musli1n; so1ne were Hindu men who also gained the 
respect and devotion of Bengalis. For centuries, in villages throughout East Bengal Hindus 
and Musli1ns were devotees of the ptr, and Islainic teachers strove to reach a c01npron1ise 
between Isla1n and Hinduis1n so as to bring the "Musli1n tradition closer to the religious-
cultural 1ni1ieu of Benga1"(27). The process of acculturation included the presentation of 
"Muhainn1ad within the chronological frainework of Hindu 1nythology" '0 and was "further 
auginented by the 1nediators' atten1pts to set the character, situations and stories in the natural 
geographical, social and cultural 1nilieu of the land"(l 7, en1phasis added). Teachers used local 
Bengali i111ages (based on landscape, flora and fauna, food and dress, 1nusic and instrun1ents, 
custo1ns and values) to dissen1inate their 1nessage. "The similes, 1netaphors, idio111s , i1nageries 
9 Talbot, drawing on Richard M Eaton, refers to the "agrarian" frontier of Islam that moved east during the spread 
of political and religious Islam in South Asia in pre-colonial times. She comments: "Where the agrarian and 
religious frontiers coincided for the most part, groups only recently introduced to settled agriculture identified 
Islam as a civilization-building ideology, a religion of the plow. As a result, the majority of rice-cultivating 
population of eastern Bengal (modem Bangladesh) eventually became adherents of Islam"(l 995: 704 ). (The 
reference to Eaton: Eaton, Richard M 1993 The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier: 1204-1760 Berkeley: '\. University of California Press,[Talbot 1995:fn44: 704].)Talbot makes a futiher point, implicitly supporting Roy 's 
thesis, that when two societies encounter each other in a frontier zone " [t]heir contact may be violent in 
nature . .. but it is not uncommon for frontier societies to maintain an equilibrium for considerable periods of time, 
once the first violent confrontation is over." [706] 
'
0 Roy also refers to metamorphosed Buddhist deities ( 1996: 101 ). He devotes a chapter to the Prr tradition, see his Chapter 4. Regarding other than Muslims who have become pfr, see also Banu's study on Islam in modern Bangladesh ( 1992: 100). 
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and 1notifs used in these writings were also characteristically fa1ni1iar in the Bengali literary 
tradition"(28). 11 
In the 20 th century, as Bangladesh becaine 1nore urbanized, and basic education spread, the 
pTr tradition waned, particularly a1nong urban bhadralok. 12 Banu says the "Hindu pirs 
(sic) ... passed into legends a long ti1ne ago and now the legends the1nselves are 
fading"(l 992: 106). 13 Musli1n pTr and maja are, however, still central features in popular 
Isla1n; majc7. are dotted throughout urban Chittagong. Where a person stands in respect of this 
tradition i1nplies 1nuch about their overall position regarding religion. I believe reactions to 
the pTr tradition fall into four broad categories: neutrality, acceptance, emba1Tass1nent, and 
repudiation. A1nong bhadralok I found little evidence of acceptance although 1nost respected 
the tradition, with the exception of the few who openly repudiate it. I ca1ne to learn of the 
neutral and e1nbarrassed reactions fr01n one event. 
One evening I heard prayers and announcements being broadcast fro1n near our residence, the 
prayers continued throughout the night. Next day, I asked Leila about the broadcast; she 
ignored 111e. Later in the 1norning, I noticed a s1nal1 mela in the 1niddle of the playing field 
across fron1 our residence. I 1nentioned this to Leila; again she ignored 1ne. That afternoon I 
went to take nasta (snacks) with Sonar whose apartn1ent looked out over the field and the 
mela. Sonar pointed to the maja (the purpose of which had not been totally clear to 1ne up that 
point), to the fa1nilies walking through the mela, and to children on the 111e1Ty-go-round: 
"Every year this mela takes place to pay respect to the pfr buried at that maill. People pray 
11 Roy addresses the debate surrounding the ' instrumentalist" versus the ' primordialist' positions regarding South Asian Islamic practice and be! iets, (the fon11er represented by Bass [ 1979] and the latter by Robinson [ 1979]) to launch his own point of view - 'syncretistic' . He does, however, say: "The Bengali Muslim phenomenon comes 
much closer to the instrumentalist' s position then the primordialist' s" ( 1996: 25). See also Appadurai 1996: 
Chapter 7: "Life after Primordial ism". Gilmartin also refers to the 1979 debate between Brass and Robinson , see his fn5: I 074. 
12 As mentioned in Chapter Three, a challenge to syncretism had been a feature of the Faraizi movement. 
D Banu's findings here are derived from the section of her study that examined '' Islam and Muslim-Hindu 
relations in Bangladesh'': Chapter vi. While I am in no position to question her data , one of her conclusions ,_\ (perhaps valid in the 1980s) cannot be sustained any longer: "The Bangladesh Muslims seem to have developed an Islamic-cum-secular culture. This culture seems already to have had a positive effect in bridging the historical 
cleavage between Muslims and Hindus in Bangladesh . Thus there have not been any Muslim-Hindu riots in 
Bangladesh since it emerged as an independent state in December, 1971 "( 1992: I 06). She refers to the "gradual decline in the numbers of Hindus in Bangladesh through migration . . . '' and quotes census figures representing Hindus as a percentage of the total opulation: 
Hindus: 1951 : 22%; 1961 : 18.4%; 1980: 12.1 %. ( 96) 
The percentage of Hindus would be less now, and some departing Hindus might question the notion they are 
merely migrating, some would see themselves as refugees going into exile. 
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all night and enjoy themselves in the day, buying gifts at the mela. Hindu, Muslim, Buddhists 
- they all come. It is called urf" 14 
So, enlightemnent caine from a Buddhist who was neutral rather than fro1n a Musli1n who 
was apparently e1nba1Tassed. Leila's fa1nily is secular and 1noderate; for the1n the pfr tradition 
would be old-fashioned, rural, perhaps a little extre1ne and not endorsed by 1nodern 
bhadralok. Emba1Tassn1ent, however, does not equate with hostility, nor neutrality with 
indifference; both Sonar and Leila den1onstrated a nrnnber of ti1nes their respect for 
traditional practices even though they no longer followed then1. The two instances where 
people openly repudiated the tradition caine fr01n different perspectives, and both were 
hostile. 
Jahangir's response to ahnost any question I asked about religious practice was blunt: "That's 
superstition." I was not surprised when he dis1nissed the pfr tradition and the U(c\: rituals as 
"primitive". He said only chhotolok believed in pfr. 15 Mowdud provided the second hostile 
com1nent, based not on class/status i1nplications of accepting and/or practising syncretistic 
fonns, but on the lack of religious 'purity' of the tradition. During 1ny visit to his and 
Jahanara 's household a 1nan beating on a dru1n came to the door of their residence; he was 
begging ahns to support an ur,f. Hoping to appease Mowdud, with who1n I was quickly 
beco1ning entangled in quite unfriendly discussions, I asked hi1n about the 1nan and his dru111: 
"Is this connected with ur§?" Mowdud glared at 1ne and said: "I do not give ,noneyfor ur§. It 
. p . d. . ,,16 ts a erszan tra ztzon. 
I had blundered because I had not connected what Mowdud had been telling 1ne about his 
practice of Isla1n. His belief and practice seem to fit with the tenets of the 19 th century Faraizi 
1nove1nent that repudiate Persian/Iranian traditions (including song and dance and 
14 Ur.< is pronounced 'ooroosh ', so I was ignorant when l saw the word "urs "(sic) in a newspaper a few clays later. 
" What is urf?" I asked Leila. She answered i1Titably: " You know what it is - it is for the saint." Why was Leila 
irritable? Perhaps she thought I was being disingenuou s. She had apparently worked out that when l stopped 
asking questions about the me/a someone had told me about the pTr and about ur,<. 15 Jahangir 's confident assertion was not supported by Sonar's obvious respect for urf, nor by the stories told me 
by a forn1er Dhaka professional woman (now living in Australia) about her father's father (dada) who is a Muslim 
pTr of good repute from the Manikganj district, north of Dhaka. Jahangir often made comments like this as ifit 
were enough for him to verbally eschew syncretistic practices to establish his desired bhadralok status 16 During my discuss ions with Mowdud and Nibu I was aware that preparations for Nibu's parents to make the 
Hajj were having an impact on the household . It is quite possible that the temporal context (the approach of 
Eid_ul_Azha, and the projected visit to Mecca) heightened the atmosphere regarding religious belief and practice. I 
experienced a degree of religious intensity in Mowdud 's household unlike any other I visited. Mowdud's stated 
position is also quite close to the one demonstrated by Slzibfr. Not that I wish to suggest he is inclined to vio lence; 
on the contrary everything about him suggested he is a peaceful man if one ambivalent about the presence of an 
overseas bideshT in his household 
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acco1npanying music). 17 In repudiating Bengali syncretism (and practices which 1nay or 1nay 
not be actually [ranian), Mowdud is asserting si1nultaneously Bangladeshi rather than Bengali 
cultural values and hi s hard won religious purity, free of containination by Sunni, Shia, and 
Hindu values, all of which he would construe as foreign and ini1nical to 'pure' Islan1. 18 
Singer c01nn1ents: 
. . . [a] general feature of Hinduism, one that supports its doct1inal plural ism and 
decentralized authority structure, is the notion that religious and philosophical truths 
have different level s of validity and application - a theoretical level and a practical 
level .. . (1971: 166) 
One aspect of the Hinduism that Mowdud and other refonnist Musli1ns condemn is precisely 
this pluralis1n, which is characteristic also of Bengali syncretis1n. Those Chittagonian 
bhadralok who no longer subscribe fully to the syncretis1n of the Bengali paradigin, while 
still respecting those who do, have retained its essential pluralis1n. Mowdud and Jahangir who 
denounced the pfr tradition fro1n different perspectives - Jahangir see1ned to be wary of all 
religion - do not. Even though Mowdud (and others like hi1n, e.g. Nibu, his brother-in-law), 
values personal interpretation of the Q 'ran, he has a tendency to expect the authority he 
derives fro1n his understanding of' inner n1eaning' of the Q 'ran to be respected and accepted 
unquestioningly by his household, and by household guests. It is not for the1n to seek the 
' inner 1neaning' because they, like chhotolok, do not have his intellectual capacity. His 
doctrinal approach based on the Q 'rein, influences both his religious practice and the 
1nanagen1ent of his don1estic relations. He has tried, unsuccessfully, to stop J ahanara and her 
sisters fro1n playing chess, and told 1ne: "The Q ·ran forbids play ing games. It takes a 
woman 's time away froin herfamily ." He is suspicious of what he tern1s "women who are 
free". He is unc01nfortable about celebrating Pahela Bai.vakh, because that is Bengali not 
Islainic. He wants other people to stop celebrating such festivals as well. 19 
17 Roy 1996 di scusses th e 19th century so-called ' Wahhabi' reforn1i st movement in hi s ex pos iti on of aspects of 
modernity in South Asian Islam . Al am says th at th e Faraizi movement was connected with the Wahhabi 
refom1i sts. ( 1998:432). Mowclud 's refonni sm, which I presumed had been deri ved from th e Wahh abi model, is 
also quite like th e ideology of th e 19th century East Bengali Faraizi Movement. He stresses individu al 
in terpretation of th e Q 'din , and like th e more sophi sti cated 19 th century refom1i sts attempts to argue a more 
moderate approach th an di e-hard Wahhabis. (See the discussion on Faraizism in Chapter One) Mowdud 's lack of 
success in thi s stems from hi s preoccupation with , what Roy describes as being common to both th e Wahhabi and 
th e "sophisticated Muslim response", "concern for purificati on of th e fa ith and th e reviva l of th e pri stine puri ty of Islam'' ( 1996: 159). Sh ibfr, on the other hand , is blatantly mili tant as th e 19th centu ry Wahhabis were. On Wahhabi 
rejection of ur{ 11iilc1d, and.fatiha (prayers for th e dead) see Ahmed 1988: 130. 18 Robinson 1997 describes the histori cal process of Islami c reforn1 in South Asia since 1800. He says th at in th e process th ere "was a shift in traditi onal Islami c knowledge away from the rati onal towards the revea led sciences, 
and a more general shift in the sources of inspiration away from th e Irani an lands toward s the Arab lands'' ( I) . 19 But, under pressure from Jahanara, was prepared to take hi s famil y to th e celebrati ons at Patenga Beach of th e 
' First Day of Spring'. 
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Prindle's discussion reveals that anxiety such as Mowdud 's was evident in the 1970s. She 
says: 
Although Chittagonian Muslims acknowledge that Hindu-Muslim syncretism has been 
pervasive in the Bengali past and is sti ll reflected in regional custom, they are anxious 
now to exclude or at least explain and justify practices which fall outside the limits of 
acceptable conduct defined by Sha1i 'at. (1988: 259) 
The difference between then and now is an apparent growth in the personal interpretation of 
the Q 'rc7.n, a shift that does not necessarily isolate 1nen fr01n the Shari 'at, but which allows for 
considerable personal freedo1n of choice in religious practice. In Mowdud's case it has led to 
a s01newhat rigid outco1ne, but in at least one case, A1nin's (and other 1nen in his extended 
fainily) to uncertainty. In the latter case I was i1npressed by the way An1in, his father and two 
brothers, worked to 1naintain dharmik (1norally appropriate) values while dealing with their 
personal agnosticis1n. 
Mowdud's cuITent rigidity is not characteristic of other Chittagonian bhadralok Musli1ns in 
this study. They do not appear to have decided once and for all on their values and practices. 
As in every aspect of their lives there is :fluidity. The kite 1noves in the air, but is always 
attached finnly by its strings (natai) to the person flying it. 
Showing religion in Chittagong 
In Chittagong the do1ninant outward show of religion reflects what is true of the whole of 
Bangladesh: " ... a strong attach1nent to Islam, which reverberates in the daily custo1ns and 
practices of people's lives" (Feld1nan 1998:34). The strength and "1neaning of this attach1nent 
has changed over ti1ne and has been called upon as the idiom of 1nobilization in different and 
contradictory ways, even over the brief period between partition of India in 194 7,, and the 
present (ibid.). 
How do bhadralok 'show' their devotion? I will begin with the woinen.20 Even the 1nore 
secular bhadramahila talk about 'their god', except of course the Buddhists. J ahanara told 1ne 
that when she thinks of her god she is happy and feels peaceful. Rani, an 'intellectual', 
frequently spoke of the positive aspects of Is lain, in particular its e1nphasis on love and the 
equality of all people. The CEO of a large reproductive health organization and her husband 
were preparing to go to Mecca for a second ti1ne to make the hajj, she talked candidly of her 
20 My life in Chittagong brought me into contact with many women, not all of whom are bhadramahifa. In what follows my main observations are based on bhadrafok households, but not only on them. Over time chhotolok 
women have shared their views about belief as well. I take them into account. 
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relationship with Allah and of the peace of 111ind she derived fro1n her beliefs. Hindu w01nen 
were less outspoken, but their conversations often contained references to 'god ' . 
Wo1nen usually share the saine religious beliefs as the men in their fa1nilies (so1ne to a 
greater, some to a lesser degree) , but how wo1nen pray is different. For Musli1ns and Hindus 
the practice of devotion is gendered. Muslin1 wo1nen, for exainple, do not custo1narily go to 
the place where 1nen pray, the masjid, because it is a 1nale space; Musli1n and Hindu wo1nen 
generally pray in the privacy of the ghare. The exception is that Hindu wo1nen will visit their 
te1nples during the celebration of Durga Puja, and w01nen fro111 all four major religious 
groups attend wedding and funeral services where they acco1npany the 1nales of the 
household. 
Religious practice is less obvious in non-Musli1n households, but sn1all shrines (to Buddha, to 
a Hindu deity or guru) can be seen in a private recess , a s1nall oil la1np lit in front of the 
iinage.21 Young Hindu 1nen generally deride their wife's and their 1nother's devotion, and 
point to the 1nanipulative practices of yogi and guru, who they clai1n are in the business of 
111aking 1noney. Maya, a Hindu, said that, although Hindu fainilies followed the dietary rules 
and 1nade 1n~jc1 at the te1nples during Durgc7 Pujci, "inside the famil_y, there is nothing, p eople 
don 't keep the culture."22 
Christian w01nen attend church services and Buddhist wo1nen 1night visit a temple to 1nake 
dc7nc7 ( offering of food to the 1nonk), to listen to discourse by a 1nonk and to 1neditate. They 
1night also 1neditate at h01ne. In 1999, Sonar took her two children on pilgri1nage to the 
Buddhist shrine at Bodh Gaya in Bihar (India). In the ghare, devout women 'show' their 
religious values by following dietary practices including rojc1 (fasting - particularly Musli1ns) 
and avoiding beef (Hindus) . 
W01nen 1nanage the children ' s religious education and socialization. Musli1n w01nen organize 
teachers fro1n a local madrasa to teach their young children (girls and boys) sura23 fro1n the 
2 1 One Buddhist famil y had a p1{jit room. 
22 For a description of Durga P1 ~jc1 as it is celebrated today in West Benga l, see Ghosh 2000:289. Ghosh stresses 
th e public nature of the fes tiva l in centres like Ca lcutta where devotees observe th e ritu als in publi c spaces such as 
roads or can-i ageways. My observa ti ons in Chittagong indi cated th at th ere the celebrations are confined to mandir 
and Hindu community hall s. In Hindu grc7m near Chittagon g th e celebrati on spreads to all ava il able spaces. 23 Sura: a chapter of th e Q 'rc7n . In Leil a ' s household the children were coached in learnin g sura, but th e family 
attitude was relaxed about th e actual classes. If a fa mily outin g cl ashed with a class, th e teacher was advised not to 
come. 
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Q 'ran and hadith24 . They provide nasta for the teacher and the 1nonthly fee. At Eid_ul_Fitr 
they arrange the payment of the .fitr ( donation to the poor). Because classes are held in the 
home, usually in the late afternoon (between Asr and Magrib ), bhadralok children discuss 
what they have learned with w01nen and retired 1nen in the household.25 Beyond puberty, only 
boys continue fonnal studies at h01ne, but pupils study the Q 'ran in altnost every school.26 
Mothers are likely to 1noderate any extre1nis1n. When Leila's children's teacher told the1n 
their father should grow a beard to prove his devotion, her ironic co1n1nent was she would 
divorce hin1 if he did. 
Baire, religious affiliation is shown by wearing 1narkers - 1narried Hindu women wear 
sindoor27 and bracelets, and Hindu widows wear only white, conservative Musli1n w01nen 
( and those like Razia wishing to be seen baire as conservative )28 wear burqa, and Christian 
wo1nen wear a crucifix. When con11nunal violence erupts, and during ti1nes of co1n1nunal 
stress (e.g. when in January 2002, in Cox's Bazar there was a large gathering of Musli1ns 
fr01n all over Bangladesh for a religious conference) Hindu wo1nen respond by re1noving 
their bracelets and by not wearing sindoor. The forced re1noval of the signs of their religious 
identity i1npugns that identity, which could be one of the intended effects of conununal 
agitation. Hindu wo1nen express varying degrees of annoyance, frustration, and fear when 
they take an overseas bides hf into their confidence and discuss these matters. 
24 Hadith: a report of the sayings of the Prophet, or traditions. 
2
:; See Banu on the role of the family in Islamic socialization, 1992: 51 and Chapter viii: Islam and Women in 
Bangladesh . 
26 One exception in Chittagong is Phulki School. 
27Sindoor: vennilion, powdered red lead, applied as a dot on the forehead or in the parting of the hair, worn by 
married Hindu women. Traditionally Hindu widows do not wear sin door. A sindoor is not the same as a teep, the 
coloured spot now worn in the centre of the forehead as a fashion item by Bangladeshi bhadramahila regardless of 
religious belief. Naila Kabeer says, however, that her mother frequently wore the Leep as a political statement in 
support of Hindus during times of communal oppression in the 1960s. See: "The rebel with a cause: Remembering 
my mother" http: //www.dailystarnews.com/magazine/200I08/01 /remembrance.htm 28 See Chapter Six. 
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Figure 9: Hindu marriage party in portal of Hindu mandir, 'old' Chittagong 
Chittagong bhadralok society is not only fluid, its flows are drainatic. Just as a kite lifts and 
flies in the currents and cross-currents of autu1nnal breezes, bhadralok respond to streaining 
religious and political pressures. In 2001, I noticed son1e Muslim bhadramahila (1nainly 
young w01nen) had begun to wear h~jab (head scarf), a Middle Eastern custon1 not usually 
followed in South Asia. They were using a dupatta as h(iab. My i1npression, based on 
cormnents 1nade by bhadralok friends , was that they were wearing hUab as a mark of 
solidarity with Arab Musli1ns who were being de1nonized in the western 1nedia as "tenorists". 
H(iab worn thus is si1nultaneously a religious and a political staten1ent. I also noticed other 
young wo1nen draping dupatta over one shoulder rather than across their breasts , a 1nodern 
variation e1nphasizing fashion over 111odesty. Both of these changes see1ned to be a 
spontaneous response to i1n1nanent social conditions; though the n1odern adaptation of the 
dup atta could be construed as a reaction against the wearing of the hUab.29 
It is as difficult to generalize about the 1nen, but one pattern of behaviour ainong Musli1n 1nen 
stands out - the way s01ne of the1n show religious devotion by praying in front of others, or 
by obviously leaving a roo1n in order to pray. The first ti1ne I saw this was in May 1998 when 
I visited Shainsul , a colleague. The day was hot and hu1nid and Shainsul 's wife suggested we 
1nove fr01n the sunny verandah to their shaded bedro01n ( cooled further by a ceiling fan). She 
left us there to go to prepare lunch, and so1neti1ne later Shainsul handed 1ne an English 
language newspaper and as he left 1ne to go about s01ne fa1nily business said: " You take your 
rest here." When the 1nidday prayer, Zohr, was called, Shan1sul caine back into the room to 
29 In March 2002, a Dhab woman wrote a letter to The Independent in whi ch she claim ed, ''Hijab is actually a 
feminist dress.'' She also sa id wearing h[jab countered probl ems caused by female vanity and critici zed sarees (sic) 
because they are not Is lami c - ("A part of the belly sti cks out and th e bl ouse is not modes t"). In her view "Hij ab 
strength ens a woman 's freedom" ( 1 March 2002: 6). 
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pray. I atte1npted to leave, but he pressed 1ne to stay, saying, "Do not disturb . .. " (A catch-all 
phrase 1neaning on this occasion: "I will not disturb you ... you do not disturb ,ne." ) He took 
out his prayer mat and began. 
At work the next day I recounted the incident to Jahangir who said: "He wanted to show you 
he is a good Muslim." Thereafter I beca1ne, as Chittagonians say, 'habituated' to social 
situations where a 1nan would ostentatiously bring a prayer 1nat to pray close to where Twas, 
or leave the roo1n to pray, announcing his intention as he left. Razia's husband once can1e 
h01ne unexpectedly when Leila and I, and Razia's two sisters , were visiting the household. He 
led a bewildered Razia fron1 the ro01n, saying: "No offence. We always pray at this time, 
Magrib." Later when Leila and I discussed his co1n1nent, because it did not 1natch either her 
long-tenn experience of the fan1ily, nor 111y shorter-tern1 observations, Leila said: "He ·wanted 
to show us he is a good Muslim." 
At CHADEP the quotidian sign of religious belief can be observed at the ti1ne of the Zohr 
prayer, in the 1niddle of the day. CHADEP drivers present at the office, and chawkidar 
custo1narily go to the garage area and in the se1ni-privacy of that enclosed space put down 
111ats and pray. Even though bhadralok staff do not pray at the office, the beliefs and practices 
of the drivers and the chawkidar are always respected, e.g. when travelling in the field it is 
co1mnon for conversation in the vehicle to cease during prayer tiines.30 
On the whole the drivers' devotion is expressed quietly, with no ostentatious show. Their 
1nost obvious practice is in the ghare and they regularly attend ma~~Jid for Friday prayers. 
None of the1n displayed the '1narks of piety' . These 1narks, blue-black in colour, are fonned 
on the ridge of the brow when a 1nan repeatedly touches his forehead to his prayer 1nat, and 
111ost con11nonly obvious during Ramjan.31 The drivers are, however, a diverse group. Three 
of the1n, ' fan1ily 1nen ', live quietly in a stnall con1pound near the dhanket on the western 
boundary of Block B Chandgaon R/ A; another, Rehan, is a '1nan about town ' with 
30 Silence is also observed when pass ing a majc"""i, the radio, and any audi otape or CD, bei ng played in th e car is 
turned off. 
31 Rafiq , a chawkidar at CHADEP, is more fund arn entali st in appearance th an the dri vers - he wears hi s trousers 
sho1i, cropped at th e ankle, and has grown a beard - but nothing in his behaviour signifi es fund amentali sm. I used 
to meet him from time to time standing at th e boundary gate of th e CHA DEP building and at social fun ctions 
where his cooking skill s earned him extra income. We would exchange pl easantri es; our rel ati onship was quite 
superficial. He always seemed at ease with me, so I supposed hi s famili arity with th e stream of overseas bides/{[ 
visitors to CHADEP helped him ' deal ' with a foreign non-believing female. My impression was th at th ere were 
more men display ing 'marks of piety' in 200 I th an in 1998. Mowdud, Jahanara 's husband , had the marks in 200 I, but not in 1998; neither his fath er-in-l aw nor hi s brother-in-law had th em. 
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co1nn1ercial interests in the bajar, a wide network of friends whose residences he visits 
32 
regularly. 
In 1nore conservative households , e.g. ainong 1niddle class devout Musli1ns, and those of the 
drivers, sons acco1npany fathers to the masjid on Friday, dressed in punjabi33 and pyjaina, the 
stiff white prayer cap on their heads. More fundainental believers have adopted the red and 
white checked scarf ( c01nrnon in Middle Eastern countries , and brought back by 1nen who 
have been to 'Saudi' for work) , which they wear around the shoulders over the traditional 
S 1 A . . b- 34 out 1 srnn pun_;a ,. 
Bhadralok Musli1ns, w01nen and 111en, often made c01runents to distinguish the111selves fro1n 
Hindus , as Prindle ' s subjects in the 1970s had stressed the need to "reiterate and reinforce the 
boundary between the Musli111 and Hindu con11nunities"(l 988: 260, e1nphasis in text). 35 
Prindle also refers to sensitivity about the influence of non-Bengali IslamiC"r efonn 
1nove1nents. Once, Bengali syncretis1n resolved the contradictions between !slain and 
Hinduis111 by blending the1n; now, 1nodern Chittagonian Musli1ns are conscious of the 
"potential contradictions in the relation between Islainic and alternative South Asian values 
and 1noral emphases" (259-260). She maintains, "con11nunity solidarity was acco1npanied by 
a shift fro111 Hindu-Musli111 syncretis111 to the eli1nination of ambiguity through the sharp 
delineation of Hindu and Musli111' ' (261 ). One area where this is obvious relates to social 
hierarchy; 'pure' Islan1 e1nphasizes equality of all people, Bengali social values privilege 
rank. The rhetorical strategies Chittagonian Musli111s cust01narily e1nployed separated the 
world of work fron1 the world of Isla1n. 
The distinctions thus n1ade were refen-ed to by Prindle's subjects using "opposed 'religious' 
(dharmik) and ' connnunity ' (sa,najik) n1odes of discourse" (264 ). In the workplace (samajik) , 
education and high salaries are ranked highly, in the dhannik/religious 1node, equality of all 
'men '; good character and ethical behaviour are valued. In the world of work, hierarchies 
32 1 am sad I di scovered only after returning from th e second fi eld trip th at the son's name of one of th e qui et 
drivers is the Bengali for ' revolution '. So, I do not know just how quiet this man is bh iture ! He might be a 
revolutionary in his heart. 
33 Punjab [ is a long shirt worn by men. 
34 These men are more likely to wear /ung li"f, i.e. a long sarong type gam1ent, th an pyjama. Leil a's fa ther told me 
that, in the rnid- I 940s when he left hi s village (near Cox's Bazar) to attend Chittagong High School, vill age elders 
ex pressed their concern th at he would begin wearing trousers instead of /unghf. At th e time trousers were 
identified with th e west and Christiani ty, devout Muslims wore only lunghTand p unjabf. 35 Gabori eau argues th at religious confl ict between Muslim and Hindu has a deep historical background . Although 
recent events have aggrava ted th e conflict, th e roots of th e confl ict are "to be fo und in a more remote past. . . " ( 1985 : 8). He maintains" ... th ere is a well-defin ed set of ideas and ri tualized behaviours underlyin g th e reli gious 
confli ct between Hindus and Muslims" (ibid.). 
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exist of necessity, but Chittagonian Musli1ns ( and their colleagues) traditionally have 
1nediated the apparent contradictions through the use of the 'hierarchy of love' based on 
kinship discussed in Chapter Seven. Prindle 's study indicates that in the l 970s the 'world of 
Is lain' with its e1nphasis on equality, and on 'goodness', did not enter the workplace where 
different social values prevailed.36 
Nu1nerically, Musli1ns are d01ninant at CHADEP, and despite its policy of secularis1n, Isla1n 
is privileged. Prindle points out Chittagonian bhadralok Musli1ns distinguish between 
orthodoxy and orthopraxy, and "are also concerned with establishing consistency between 
doctrine and practice"(l988: 260). Over ti1ne, if the following exainple fro1n CHADEP can be 
extrapolated to the wider Chittagonian samaj, the separation of the dharmik fro1n the samajik 
has di1ninished, and the stress on the boundary between Musli1ns and Hindus increased. 37 
As discussed above, the way in which another person's belief 1night be known is via an 
observation of how they act; understanding what they choose to 'show' is an i1nportant 
ele1nent in that process. Bhadralok Musli1ns are anxious to show they are 'good Mus1i1ns'. 
Musli1n 1nen will 1nanage a private place to show devotion, and within CHADEP a public 
place will be si1nilarly used. In July 1998, Rehan organized a mildd (prayer cere1nony). The 
milc1d was ti1ned to coincide with Asr, but preparation took up ahnost the whole day and 
included the re1noval of office furniture, and the laying down of the white cloths for the mildd 
on the floor of the central area of the busiest cell - Prograimne Cell. We were all invited to 
share nasta with our 1nale Musli1n colleagues after the miltid. 
The purpose of the milc7.d (like the one Leila organized once the 'car accident' incident had 
been resolved) was to "thanks (sic) Allah.for blessings",38 this ti1ne for blessings accrued to 
CHADEP. Religious leaders fro1n a local masjid conducted it. Ainong those praying were 
1nen who nonnally 1night not pray, one or two I know to be atheist, or agnostic, and our 
overseas bides hf colleague ( a Catholic). There were twenty of the1n. 39 
36 Prindle lists the qualities of a "good person (and a good Muslim)": generosity, humility, industriousness, and honesty. A "bad person" is : miserly, inhospitable, lazy and dishonest. She then comments: "The source of these traits is ambiguous. They are va1iously spoken of as fated or God-given, inherited from the ancestors, or acquired through proper training and personal effort" ( 1988 : 279). My observations produced a similar conclusion, but see 
my 1 ist of attributes above in Chapter Seven . 
37 
"Dharmik'" is deri ved from "dharma" the preferred spelling for what Kotalova refers to as "dhormo". 38 The idiomatic expression "thanks Allah" is commonly used without the preposition "to'', and with the word 
"thanks" used as a verb . I have heard Muslims from places other than Bangladesh use the same expression in the 
same way, and conjecture it is a literal translation of an Arabic expression. 39 With the exception of the overseas bides/([, they were all nominally Muslim and wore prayer caps- a signifier 
of Islamic practice. 
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In contrast to the rhythm of prayers rising fro111 the 'prayer ro0111' the eight or so of us not 
praying sat unco111fortably bunched up in one of the side offices unable to leave. Although we 
observed silence out of respect to praying colleagues, so111e 111uttered in irritation at our 
predicainent. Arjun said: "Why are they praying there right outside my office? They used to 
hold these mi/ad downstairs in the courtyard."40 Arjun's com111ent indicated his present 
discon1fort and a growing disquiet a111ong non-Muslims about the increasing Islainization in 
Bangladesh. One of our Buddhist colleagues n1ade the com111ent that at CHADEP, Musli111, 
Hindu, and Christian festivals were honoured by people being given leave (and the bonus 
usually associated with religious festivals), but the Buddhist festivals were not. 
We sat and waited, perhaps ungraciously. After all, we could have gone ho111e before the 
milad, and not attended, but absences would have been noted and co111111ented on. The 
purpose, then, of the mi/ad was more than thanksgiving, it was also a test of loyalty to 
CHADEP, and (as i111plied by Arjun's question) a de111onstration of Musli1n do1nination of the 
organization - one could argue that this particular 'showing' of religious practice was 
gratuitous. Ill will was generated. 
Who had asked Rehan to organize the event? What was their 111otivation? And to what extent 
did Rehan grasp the confrontational nature of the prayers? The 111ost likely answer is that 
Rehan, keen to satisfy one of the Directors of CHADEP, had responded quickly to an 
opportunity to i111press a superior officer - not an unusual aspect of his behaviour on other 
occasions. The slightest hint would have been enough to set hi1n off on a quest, and once he 
had taken the first steps (by asking the imam to lead the prayers) he would have followed the 
advice of the Director as to the precise planning. He could have been unaware of the full 
i111pl ications of his actions, and 1night not have worried had he known. What initially had 
see111ed a spontaneous outburst of piety fro111 one of the junior staff, was on analysis a 
deliberate 'show' of power, and of Islamic devotion; the co111111ents of the on-lookers 111ade it 
clear that, in their view, devotion was the lesser 111otivation. 
40 Rashiduzzaman 's account of a countrywide response to Taslima Nasrin 's novel Lajja/Shame: 1994, refers to a 
"primacy of Islamic traditions and sentiment, cast aside by the Bengal is to fight the Pakistani crackdown in 1971 ... " returning as a ·'widely felt phenomenon of 'political Islam' and a broader quest for Muslim identity" (1994: 974). In the same article he says" ... many Bangladeshis have been awakening to a new level of Islamic 
consciousness in recent years" (984). He confidently predicted that Jama 'at_i_lslami would not win ''a significant 
electoral victory" (ibid .) - a prediction not borne out in fact. Zaidi , in his study of village life, publi shed before the War of Liberation in 1971 , also comments on the increase in Islamization and waning influence and prestige of Hindus, who while never numerically dominant,"[ e]njoyed financial , social and educational superiority" in East Bengal. According to Zaidi the changing point occurred around the time of Independence in 194 7, the situation 
changing ''drastically in favour of Muslims in East Pakistan" ( 1970: 68). 
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The situation of non-Musli1ns is different in that they are expected to refrain fr01n any overt 
display of religious devotion. At CHADEP, a nominally secular NGO, the presence of non-
Musli1n staff provides both the degree of ecumenis1n and the secularis1n required by foreign 
donors. Staff are encouraged to use secular greetings such as "Shobar Shokal" (good 
1noming) rather than Assalaamelaikum (Musli1n) or "Namasker" (Hindu, Buddhist, 
Christian). 
Whatever the reason, whether shyness or habit, none of the non-Musli1n fan1ilies presented a 
'show' of devotion. The closest anyone ca1ne to 'showing' 1ne was when Arjun and Maya 
took 111e to visit a Hindu a.vramd41 on the outskirts of the city, and another when Arjun and 
their daughter took 1ne to a ,nandlr in the city during a photography excursion.42 
Another i1nportant factor in religious practice is ti1ne. Quotidian life throughout the whole 
.vamaj is organized around Muslitn prayer ti1nes. Stages in a person's life or a ti1ne of crisis 
can also affect practice. Sonia's insights reveal that a1nong 1nodern Musli1ns people tend to 
beco1ne 1nore diligent observers of practice with growing age. She suggests that with a sense 
of approaching death "they want to attain as 1nuch s.alvation for after life as their 1nortal lives 
would pern1it the1n. "43 
Likewise people pray when they are in crisis. I enjoyed long philosophical discussions with 
A1nin and can1e away enlightened by his c01nn1ents on Bengali culture, Bangladeshi society 
and !slain. On my last day in Chandgaon RIA in 2002 he visited Yusuf and Leila's residence 
and he and I talked while Leila kept up a supply of tea and nastil. During that discussion 
Amin, who asserts a position of agnosticis1n (taken by 1nost of his close fa1nily) , delved into 
the personal i1nplications of his uncertainty. Life can be difficult if a s1nall daughter is ill , and 
when that has happened, he says: "I do not know if I can call myse(f agnostic or atheist~ 
because when my daughter is ill, I hope that God will make her well." 
<J l "Aframc7" : a usually secluded residence of a reli gious community and its guru . 42 Buddhist colleagues were interested th at I was also Buddhist, but were di ffid ent about involving me. Son ar once 
asked if I wanted to visit the temple with her, but did not press th e poin t. 43 Thi s phenomenon is not only tru e of Muslims; in oth er fa iths reli gious practi ce intensifi es in old age, and in 
widowhood. Awareness of approaching dea th cannot be di scounted, but anoth er factor is likely to be th at peopl e hav ing time free of domestic and parental duti es use it to pray. The phenomenon is not restricted to South Asian 
society. 1 observed it in my own moth er's fa mil y, and in Centra l Java (Indonesia) where I li ved for a short peri od in the ea rly 1990s. Women are noti ceably more devout th an men in every instance. 
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How Chittagong is different 
A distinctively Chittagonian expression of funda1nental Islam can be found in the group 
Shibtr44- the so-called 'student wing' of Jama 'at_i_Jslami. Shibtr represents "political 
!slain". Feldn1an argues the growth in political !slain "represents the relative success of the 
1nodernization project" i.e. post 1971 (1998:35). She points out the "political realigmnents that 
have followed situate the transition from a set of practices that reproduced a belief syste1n to 
religious ideology deployed as a tool of political 1nobilization and party politics" (ibid.). 
Shibtr's views as to what constitutes devout !slain are pr0111ulgated in socio-political actions 
rather than in any specifically religious way. Me1nbers of Shibtr d01ninate social interaction at 
Chittagong University where they act as a vigilante group scrutinizing students' behaviour, 
judging relationships between won1en and 1nen on campus, and 1naintaining what they see as 
strict lslan1ic social codes. Fe1nale students are often intimjdated. They are told: "We are 
watching you. We see who you talk to." Young 1nen in 1nixed gender social groups in the 
university canteen are approached and told: "Take your 'sister' home. Her kameez is too 
short/too tight (or her §a/war is too tight)." The pressure is 1naintained: "We have spoken to 
you about this before. "45 
Even though bhadralok 'show' they are not frightened of Shibtr, they ad1nit they are, because 
Shibtr are known to be violent, and will go as far as to slash the wrist and/or ankle tendons of 
'repeat offenders'. I was told to look for the signs that s01neone had been 'cut' by a Shibfr 
adherent: people with thu1nb and forefinger n1issing fro1n the right hand. In the recent past 
1nale 111e1nbers of Shibtr could be identified by their dress, in particular by the short length of 
their trousers, worn at above ankle level, but recently they have abandoned the practice and 
cannot be so easily identified. Leila's sister-cousin said: "T,Ve used to know who they were, 
now we are not so sure." They are a threatening presence on ca1npus, and over the years they 
have been responsible for class cancellations and the closure of the whole university 
(so1netin1es for up to a full academic year). 46 
44 Huque and Akhter comment: "The student front of the Jamaat_ i_ lslami - the Islami Chhatra Shibtr- however, does not admit to the existence of links with its patron political party" ( 1987: 222). 45 Although there was no evidence of Shibfr's involvement in the threats delivered to Leila in the afternrnth of the 
accident, the anti-bhadralok speech given by the imam of a local ma.~jid sounded like Shibfr propaganda . 46 Comments from friends who attended Dhaka University indicate that, although student politics are violent on 
that campus, also forcing closures, Shibfr is not a force. Huque and Akhter note that in 1981 Slzibfr" won fifteen 
out of seventeen seats at the Chittagong University Central Students Union elections ... " ( 1987: 220). On 
university class closures see Ghosh 1993: 709 . An op-ed piece in The Bangladesh Observer: 29 July 2002, points 
out: "The difference between pre-Liberation and post-Liberation student politics is that prior to 1971 , student bodies were free from direct political influence" ( 4). That is not the case today - all the major political parties 
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Bhadralok who discussed Shibfr ( and its alleged activity) were conten1ptuous of the111, 
accusing the111 of hypocrisy, and of abusing essential Islainic values of 'brotherhood' based 
on love. Sabina alleged Shihfr male and female students cohabited on cainpus, "we would see 
the women early in the morning 'showing ' they were out.Jogging, but we knew they sp ent the 
night in the male dormitory ." 
Shibfr is also active in urban Chittagong. Throughout the city Shibfr graffiti can be seen; 
slogans specifically 1nentioning Shibfr (in Bangla, but in both Bengali and Latin scripts), are 
daubed in red paint on residential boundary walls. 47 Shibfr 'supply' household servants , 
exploiting the growing shortage of c01npetent young won1en prepared to work for a pittance 
in bhadralok households.48 Male Shibfr cadres recruit young w01nen fron1 a111ong urban 
chhotolok and 'bring' the1n to a residence where they present the wo1nen as suitable buah 
(housen1aids) to the fe1nale head of the household. As I understand the situation, the young 
w0111en are in effect 'bonded ' to Shibfr and subject to their instructions. How these wo1nen 
co1ne to be in this position is not clear, but I sunnise on the basis of what is said about 
Shibfr' s activities at the university that inti1nidation is used. The wo1nen placed in households 
are not generally fron1 the local area, their desh can be distant and 1nost of the1n live within 
the household where they are e1nployed, while others live in basti (slum) on the fringes of 
Block B. Chawkidar are also supplied by Shibfr effectively placing a person inside the 
residence and one on watch outside. 
Two purposes can be inferred: infonnation collection (household inc01ne, household 
expenditure, household n1ove1nents , household visitors) and 1nonitoring religious practice. 
The fonner is 1nore critical. Shibfr activists are accused by bhadralok of organizing 
kidnapping of businessmen, civil servants, and bhadralok children. 
Early in 2002, the son-in-law of the fainily living on the top floor of our apartlnent building 
was kidnapped by mastan outside his place of e1nploy1nent (Road Transport Board). He was 
held for eleven days and released after ransom was paid.49 Chittagong Police acted as 
fund , and sometimes arm, affili ated student "Leagues''. Shibtr is unique in that its affili ati on with Jamaat_i_ls!ami 
carri es both reli gious and politica l connotati ons. http ://www.bang1 adesh.net/observer/show.php3?p=4 4 7 The wa ll of our res idence in Chanclgaon R/ A had on it a rough drawing in reel paint of a man holding a gun and 
a slogan in Bangla (Bengali script) - no one was prepared to explain th e slogan. 48 Women, who come on a daily bas is and work for, say, four hours receive approximately Tk 10/- a clay, paid at 
th e end of th e month . ln 2002, th e exchange rate was: Tk30/- = AU D$ I :00; Tk54/- =US$ I :00 49 Loca l addc7 all eged that th e original demand was for one lakh taka (Tk I 00,000/-) and th e negotiated fi nal 
amount Tk50,000/- (about fi ve month 's sa lary for a mid-level manager at an NGO). Adda also sai d the victim was 
wo1ih a lot of money because he was a ' pl ayer ' (a lbeit a minor one) in a corruption/bribery rin g in hi s governm ent depa1iment. 
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1nediators between the fa1nily and the kidnappers. Local addc1 had it that the ranso1n was split: 
1/3 to the police and 2/3 to Shibfr, and that the crime had been planned jointly by the police 
and Shibtr. 
I saw two indicators of a possible connection. Two of the burly plain-clothes policemen, who 
caine often to the apartment building to negotiate with the victi1n's fainily, had thmnb and 
forefinger 1nissing fro1n the right hand. With other men, those two would come skidding into 
the building' s driveway in a convoy of cars and 1nicrobuses, parking outside the verandah 
attached to n1y roo1n (fr01n which vantage point I observed their c01ning and going, and that 
gave 1ne 1nuch addc7 to share). They would alight, huddle in conference and then rush 
upstairs. The night before the victim ' s release vehicles cmne and went all night. 
Another indicator was the change in the style of clothing worn by the w01nen in the two 
households connected to the victi1n (his own in Khulshi ,50 and his father-in-law's in our 
apartinent building). Our neighbour, his 1nother-in-law, is a voluptuous w01nan, given to 
wearing boldly coloured and tightly fitting §arf. During the negotiations for her son-in-law's 
release, she and her daughters began wearing 1nore son1bre colours and on occasion I saw 
the1n in a black burqa. 51 After the victi1n returned to his household52 our neighbour returned 
to her fonner dress styles. 
Whether Shibfr 1nasterrninded the cri1ne was not relevant to what people in our 
neighbourhood believed - that Shibfr were the culprits. Other events locally supported their 
suspicions. 53 In July 2000, eight 1nen associated with the AL" were gunned down near the 
busy Bahaddarhat intersection" close to Chandgaon. Investigations into the assassinations 
were slow despite local knowledge about the identity of the assassins, who, it was alleged, 
were rnetnbers of Shibfr. ' Chargesheets ' were 1nade out against twenty-two 1nen in January 
2001 , but only five had been affested by July 2002. Of the rest 1nany were "allegedly 1noving 
freely in the city". 54 
5° Kulshi is an afflu ent res identi al area close to East Nas irabad. It is the area where the few overseas bides/I°[ li v ing 
and working in Chittagong res ide. Large two-storey houses, set in landscaped gardens, are more common there th an apartment buildings. 
51 One choice, a shiny bl ack satin fo rf, was a somewhat question abl e compromise. 52 See Th e Bangladesh Observer: " Kidnapped Govt empl oyee released in Ctg." 20 January 2002: I. 53 On the cumulati ve effects, on individu als and on soci ety, of absorbing vio lence, see J irn eno 200 I , and the di scussion above in Chapter On e. 
54 See: (http://www.dailystamews.com.200207 / 13/n207 l 303.htm). Shibfr cadres, seven of whom were 
' chargesheeted ' in November 2002, committed another murder, of Gopal Kri shn a Muhuri (Hindu), principal of a Chittagong Secondary College. One of those ' chargesheeted ' was arrested on 18 November 2002: http ://www.dailystarnews.com.2002 11 /20/n2 11 2001 .htm 
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Yusuf and Leila's household later had a 1nore direct experience of Shibfr activis1n. The 
ostensible 1notivation was religious, but it is not hard to read '1nuscle politics' into what 
happened. 
r anived ho1ne fro1n a four-day visit to Jahanara 's household and found Leila and her sons 
agitated and unhappy. The children's school, 'Little Jewels', had celebrated the 'First Day of 
Spring' in the sa1ne place for n1ore than ten years. It is a si1nple but colourful event - children 
are dressed in spring colours (gold, red, green, and white) and dance with banners and 
ribbons. Their rnove1nent is acco1npanied by dru1ns. The children in the display range in age 
fr01n ten to fourteen years. Girls and boys participate - and they c01ne from all four religious 
groups. On the previous day, a group of Shibfr activists had turned up when the children were 
rehearsing their pageant (in a public park). They co1nplained to the Head1nistress and the 
1nusic teacher (Bidyut's wife's sister) about girls dancing in public and the use of dru1ns In 
1nenacing tones they threatened physical retaliation against staff and students if the pageant 
proceeded. 55 
Leila heard the story when she went to collect the boys fro1n school. Her response was what I 
ca1ne to know as typical whenever she senses injustice or oppression - take the argu1nent to 
the perpetrators, confront the issue head on. 56 She was furious. That night Leila rang a 
nu1nber of journalists in Chittagong to tell thetn and to seek their support by publishing the 
story. None of the1n cooperated. 57 
The Headn1istress, using her extensive network, arranged for the pageant to be 1noved to the 
enclosed space of Chittagong Sports Stadiu1n, where it took place undisturbed. A1nong the 
bhadralok who spoke about this incident, everyone (Hindus as well as Musli1ns) was 
ada1nant: "This is not Muslim behaviour. Muslims are p eaceful. Shibfr are niastan." In other 
words, Shibfr's actions were a display of political inti1nidation ('1nuscle power') not about 
religion. 
55 In an echo of Mowdud 's comment about drums the activists told the teachers that they wanted to ban the drums because they were a 'Persian ' custom not a Bangladeshi one. 56 Another woman to whom I told the story, and one who does not particularly 'wann ' to Leila, sa id , in English: 
"SI ' I I d I " 1e s a ways rn . guts. 
57 Her sons meanwhile pleaded with her: " Do not tell outsiders.'' Later I asked Leila for the Bangla word for 
'stranger/outsider'. She gave me "aguntuk"; her older son offered "aparichita" and the younger ''c7china" The first 
two gloss as "unknown" or "stranger", and the last as " not wanted". When her sons asked Leila not to tell 
'outsiders' they were implicitly referring to an element in modern urban settings, the presence of 'sb·angers' or 
outsiders, that is people neither known nor capable of being known . See Warner 2002:55-57 , and the discussion in Chapter Four: "We don 't knavv vvho they are .. .'' In the 1992 Satyajit Ray film "Aguntuk" the male head of a household fears that his wife' s long-lost relative (now wishing to make contact) may in fact be a "stranger" and goes to some effort to test the man 's identity. 
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Eid in Chittagong: Eid_ul_Azha58 
Understanding "the religion in the life and world of believers"(Roy 1996:7), i.e. for our 
purposes here the world of bhadralok Chittagonians, is best based on a discussion of the two 
Musli1n festivals of Eid, both of which were declared as national holidays at the inception of 
the Pakistan state in 1947.59 As they are celebrated in Chittagong they have a cahning and 
cohering effect on the .faniaj as a whole. 
On the 1norning of Eid_ul_Azha in January 2002, I was uneasy about walking to Hanif' s 
residence for 1no111ing tea. There was no suggestion that I was in physical danger. The risk 
was entirely subjective: that 1ny 1niddle-class western values about hygiene and public health 
and 1ny distaste of the public nature of the sacrifice would lead 111e to express inappropriate 
e1notion and lose face. My first experience of Eid _ul _ Azha (in 1998) had been both difficult 
60 and unpleasant. Along the way I knew I would pass households whose tnale 1ne1nbers would 
be slaughtering and butchering the fa1nily's sacrificial beasts - cows and goats - for the 
co1nn1e1noration of Ibrahi1n and Ish1nael.(il Others would be in s1nall groups in the field 
opposite Yusuf and Leila's residence. 
Yusuf and Leila and their sons had gone early to Leila's father's residence (two streets away) 
to slaughter and butcher the fainily's sacrificial cow. Two days earlier, one of Leila's brothers 
had acco1npanied Yusuf to purchase the ani1nal, the cost shared by Yusuf, Leila, her father, 
her three brothers and one of her sisters-in-law. Outside 1ny bedroo1n balcony the older son of 
the fainily fro1n the top floor apartinent was already sitting and supervising workers hired to 
slaughter and butcher his fainily's beast. His ghare had te1nporarily extended to the courtyard 
for the 1non1ing - all public places in Block B see1ned incorporated into the local households' 
private space. Before I left for Hanif's residence, I went out and sat with hi1n for a while and 
experienced the first hint that perhaps this ti1ne in Chittagong the process 1night not be so 
overwhehning as it had been four years earlier in Dhaka. 
58 Huque and Akhter provide a concise description of the major Muslim festivals ( 1987:218:foSO). 59 The Spring Festival , which is secular, is widely celebrated, but it is not a national holiday. 60 I had been left alone in the hostel in Dhaka and had no idea when the group of howling chhoto!ok women turned 
up and demanded I give them something what it was I had to give them. They were legitimately asking for Qubarni, see below. 
61 Three faiths are referred to as ' 'Abrahamic": Judaism, Christianity and Islam. McLean says: "Through their 
genetic relation , Islam, Judaism and Christianity all share the model of Abraham and Sarah as a setting out from 
one's own people and hence opening to others, and in so doing continuing one's proper heritage in new ways'' ( 1997:xii). Wherever those faiths are practised adherents believe in a special relationship with a "God'' who 
provides. The Provident God can test the faith of adherents e.g. the demand by God that Abraham (Ibrahim) 
sacrifice his & Sarah's only child (provided by God 's intervention) . God does not abandon believers - when 
Abraham began his preparations to sacrifice Isaac (Ishmael), God provided a beast to be used instead. 
149 
Everything in 2002 see1ned different, because I was privileged to be paii of a household, to be 
able to observe their preparation for the day (including the planning for the purchase of a 
cow), and the distribution of Qubarni (sacrificial portions of meat) in the late afternoon. 62 
Yusuf and Leila's older son, not yet old enough to be forn1ally part of the distribution, took 
on the responsibility of wa1ting at the 1nain gate for chhotolok w01nen to come and to invite 
then1 to the front door of his residence where Leila distributed 1neat. He said he was looking 
forward to the ti1ne, not too far off, when he would be a full participant in the ritual. All day 
he asked questions providing Yusuf with an opportunity to share his knowledge of the beasts' 
anat01ny and his butchering skills. Late in the afternoon Leila began cooking the special Eid 
dishes using the household's Qubarni portions. 
Walking to Hanif's residence I passed s1nall clusters of 1nen and children peacefully going 
about the business of slaughtering and butchering ani1nals. I use "peacefully" advisedly. As 
our neighbour's son had been, these other people were quiet, intent and respectful. Ani1nals 
did not thrash about. 63 
That evening I reflected on the day and drew out the differences between the two 
Eid _ul _ Azha. Urban Dhaka, particularly in the area around the hostel where I was staying in 
1998, is densely populated. Many ho1neless adults, and hundreds of tokai, scrounge a living 
fro1n rubbish piles and from begging. They live rough, on the side of the road under the heavy 
blue plastic sheeting that see1ns universally to signify poverty and homelessness. They are 
largely 'unknown', and certainly not connected to the urban bhadralok sa,naj. Block B in 
Chandgaon R/ A is not yet like that. 64 
62 The animal is marked into seven sections and if the family is larger than seven adults a second animal, usually a goat is purchased. All adults (including, for the purpose of the ritual , adolescent children), receive a 1/7 portion of the sacrificial beast. From their portion each person has the duty of distributing 1/3 to the poor (i.e. Qubarni); proceeds from the sale of the hide are also distributed. The responsibility of meat distribution to the poor is an individual one, as is the distribution of the money from the sale of the hide. Qubarni meat is what the women four years earlier had come to collect. It is the right of the poor to receive meat and the dayitto of baralok and bhadralok to di stribute it. 
63 1 have heard stories of cows running, skittering around a compound, shitting in fear, but they were told by Hindus who find the annual cow slaughter repugnant. Were they exaggerating? Or bringing up memories of stories told by family through the decades? Perhaps in Chittagong this is a Hindu way of balancing out stories told by Muslims about noise and confusion during Durgct Pi~jc"'i.. And perhaps an element of reality exists in both sets of 
stories. I have no way of judging. Brass comments, referring to the early 20th century: "The cow was a symbol that could be used equally by orthodox Hindus defending traditional religious practices, by revivalist Hindu leaders 
attempting to refo1111 them, by Hindu political leaders who wished to promote a specifically Hindu fo1111 of Indian 
nationalism, and by Muslim religious and political elites who feared Hindu dominance and found anti-cow 
slaughter movements useful as an example of how Muslims would be oppressed under a representative system in 
which Hindus would be in a majority" ( 1979: 44 ). 64 Syed Murtaza Ali points out to the growi ng numbers of "street children" in Chittagong. He says the 
"phenomenon is exclusively urban ; there are no ' rural street children'" (2002: 5). Ali describes the children as 
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"In Chittagong brothers especially look after their sisters ... " 
Other distributions occur on Eid _ul _ Azha and chhotolok benefit in ways other than gifts of 
1neat. The hide of the sacrificial ani1nal is usually sold to a '1niddle 1nan' who visits 
households known to hi1n. He pays a no1ninal fee, generally agreed among the Islainic samaj 
and sells on all the hides to a tam1ery or hide 1nerchant. In Yusuf and Lei la's case ( even 
though Yusuf had left to work with a private c01npany), as with 1nost of the Head Office staff, 
the hide was sold to a CHADEP chawkidar. Households distribute the money he pays for the 
hides to chhotolok families. This 1nan also earns 1noney by walking a fa1nily's ani1nal ho1ne 
fro1n the bajar after its purchase in the days before Eid. Other n1en earn inc01ne fro1n 
slaughtering and butchering sacrificial ani1nals. 
A fa1nily also distributes Qubarni 1neat between its me1nbers. Cooked 1neats and special 
bread, chafer roti (rice bread), are sent to: the household of a daughter's parents-in-law; the 
household of sisters and sister's children's fainilies. Chittagonian men stress the i1nportance 
of their relationship with their sisters. It see1ns sister attachn1ent can be ahnost as strong as 
what I have heard so1ne Bangladeshi 1nen refer to as '1nother-love'. According to Yusuf, 1nen 
1night also use sister-attach1nent to assert d01ninance over their new wives. He said: "A man 
can send money every month to his sister. He is showing his wtfe 'my sister is more important 
th '" anyou. 
Not all exainples were as negative as Yusuf's. Sarwar also said that Chittagonian 1nen feel a 
special responsibility for their sisters (that is above people in other parts of Bangladesh), but 
his exainple was 1nore generous in its application than Yusuf's. He talked of brothers sending 
1neat to their sisters as a 1neans of guaranteeing their sister's capacity to distribute 1neat - their 
dayitto. In other words, Chittagonian 1nen 1nake sure that if their sisters do not have enough 
rnoney to purchase their 1/7 portion of a beast they will still have enough Qubarni n1eat (i.e. 
1/3 of a portion) to ca1Ty out their religious obligation. Distributions go on for three days , the 
duration of the festival. 65 
unh ealthy, clothed in rags and showing a "furtive, limited expression" (ibid.). This description could be contrasted 
with the demeanour of the girl beggar in Chapter Two. 65 The importance of Eid_ul_Azha and its essential element, sacrifice, is evident in the way Chittagonian bhadralok who live or study overseas commemorate the festival. The link with family is essenti al fo r the 
apportioning of the sacrificial animal , so people send money ' home' to Chittagong to guarantee their 1/7 portion. Sabina, who refers to herself as a "bit of a backbencher" in spiritual matters, and her husband (both now migrated to Australia) send money to the husband 's family to cover their Qubarni portions. 
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Visits to the ancestral grdm are an i1nportant ele1nent in bhadra!ok celebrations of 
Eid_ul_Azha, and a fainily plans for weeks in advance. Jahanara and Mowdud travelled back 
to their ancestral griJm at Eid_ul_Azha in 2002. They stayed a week in the fan1ily barf with 
Mowdud's parents, visited fainily and friends , and schooled their children in the local dialect 
and cust01ns. They chose Eid _ul _ Azha to distribute clothing to fa1nily servants in their joint 
fa1nily household in the ancestral grc7.m. Mowdud purchased twenty-one §art and ten lunghi. 66 
Jahanara co1n1nented that s01ne wo1nen would receive two new fart because they work so 
hard they need two .fart a day. Most other fainilies see1n to give fart and cash to household 
E .d l F. 67 servants at z , u , llr. 
Sarwar and Rani took their children to Sarwar's ancestral grc7m where they celebrated with 
other fa1nily 1nen1bers. Sarwar said: 
This is the one time in the year when we all see each other. You might see som,e of the fanii~v through the year, but at Eid_ ul _ Azha we all come together. We sit and talk, talk for a 'year'. It is the only time we are all together except for weddings. Next year my 
daughter will be part of our ceremony,· she will be old enough to take a portion. It is 
good to be with the whole family. nR 
So1ne fatnilies, whose links with the gram are tenuous because over decades they have 
beco1ne urbanized, do not celebrate in the san1e way. Like Yusuf and Leila they join with 
other fainily n1embers in Chittagong to purchase an ani1nal and visit within the city only. 
Directly after the first day of the celebration in 2002, however, Yusuf and Leila broke with 
practice and took their sons to visit Leila's ancestral grctm south of Cox ' s Bazar. Leila's 
widowed father accompanied them; it was his first visit in years. 69 
Eid in Chittagong: Ramjiin and Eid_ ul_ Fitr 
No one who has lived ivith Muslims in the month of Ramadan can.fail to feel the 
powe,.ful sense of community in thejoint experience of hardship. (Robinson 1979:84) 
Six weeks before Eid u! Azha is the festival of Eid ul Fitr in which Mus]i1ns celebrate the 
end of Rarnjc7n, the n1onth of fasting. This Eid is n1ore secular in feel than Eid_ ul _ Azha, but 
66 It was during his shopping trip to Newmarket to buy the Eid gifts that Mowdud bought the voice-activated tape 
recorder referred to in Chapter Seven. He also bought Jahanara a rice cooker. Jahanara said she would have 
preferred a large battery-powered fluorescent lamp to use during power shortages. She said she did not think she 
would ever use the rice cooker. 
67 Reflecting the bonus a bhadra/ok wage-earner receives at both Eid, which is equivalent to one month's salary, 
hou seholds pay servants the equivalent of one month 's wage, but at only one Eid. 68 See Aziz 1979: " Kinship in Reli gious Participation": 31-37. 69 Yusufs new car (and chauffeur) , part of hi s sa lary package when he took up hi s new job, facilitated the visit. 
152 
the 1nonth of fasting is di stinctly spiritual in nature with a noticeable increase in attention to 
I. . · 70 re 1g1ous prachce. 
It takes three or four days for people to establish the rhyth1n of waking before dawn to take 
sehri (the second meal of the day for Musli1ns during Rarnj(tn) before beginning the roja of 
no food or fluids until the Magrib prayer is called at sunset. People c01nplain of headaches 
fr01n interrupted sleep, and indigestion, for a few days, and then they settle. 71 
{ftar72 1neals at Magrib are i1nportant fainily gatherings; 1nen who 1night nonnally go to bajar 
teashops in the evening stay ho1ne to break their fast. Guests are invited to share with the 
household, especially on Friday. Food is distributed between fainily households, e.g. a 1nan 
sends s1nall parcels of ftar foods to the extended fa1nily of his daughter's husband. (Leila 
explained: "It is his davitto.") In 2001 , households in our neighbourhood and Leila ' s brother ' s 
father-in-law sent ((tar food to Yusuf and Leila. 
Chhotolok, bhadralok, and baralok households try to eat food fro1n within a traditional range: 
chick peas (chotputi) and other lentil dishes, fried battered vegetables (pakoras), fried ground 
onion and green chili 'cakes ' (peaju), vegetable/n1eat pastries (samosa). Fresh and dried fruit 
are served ( dates [kh~jur] are a required delicacy), and on special occasions sweet dishes. 
S01ne fainilies also serve halim (a rich 111utton or chicken cuffy). 73 Rice is not served at ([tar. 
During Ramjan the GOB subsidizes the cost of chick peas and other pulses, most of which are 
i1nported fro1n India, Pakistan, the Middle East and Australia, but other essential foods are 
not, and each year vegetable prices rise, often beyond the reach of the chhotolok. I asked 
Leila why the GOB subsidized prices, and she said it was because everyone likes to eat pulses 
during Rarnjan. Then I asked why everyone wanted to eat the saine food at (ftar. She replied: 
"Because all through my counhy we all eat the same food. We lookforvvard to it every year. " 
70 Sonia wrote to me:" ... I also feel because your visit to Chittagong was timed during the month of Ramadan (Ran~jitn) th at is why you saw th e religious fervor to be quite hi gh. I beli eve during Ramadan, the reli gious fervor is high throughout th e country both from a religious and cultural point of view. Even those people (myself included) who do not fas t regul arly tend to observe th e dress code (women cover their heads and men wear caps) 
and sit at the 'iftar' table wi th th e res t of the fa mily. A lot of preparation goes on to prepare the 'iflar' tabl e itself' (E-mail correspondence 2002: parenthesis in original). 71 As Ramjan rotates through th e seasons, people ex peri ence a different length of fas t depending on the time of year. A winter Ra111jc1n is easier to keep because day li ght hours are short. Summer Ramjc7.n is diffi cult. In th e heat 
of summer to not drink any flu ids can be ex treme, especially for devout Muslims in a city li ke Melbourne in the 
south of Australi a wh ere summer dawn ca n be at 4:3 0am and sun set at 9:00pm , and th e daytim e temperatures as hi gh as 40degrees C. 
72 !fiar: meal eaten at sunset in Muslim households at th e end of each day's fast during Ra111ja11. 73 See Riddett 2000. 
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Hindu colleagues c01mnented acerbically: "All the Muslims race home to take iftar - they all 
eat the same thing every day." 
That, it appears, is the point. Every Muslim, as far as it is possible, eats the san1e food at the 
sa1ne tin1e, and a sense of samaj based on practice, but not necessarily on belief, binds 
Musli1ns - 1nodem, orthodox, secular, rural and urban, chhotolok, bhadralok, and baralok. 
The bond is strong and people say they look forward to Ramjan for that reason. The period of 
sustained fasting unites people, they also say they feel ''"purified'', "close to God." 
Eid_ ul _Fitr is a one-day festival celebrated at the end of Ramjc7n. The sighting of the new 
1noon is always controversial, and Bangladeshi Musli1ns celebrate up to two days later than 
Musli1ns in the Middle East and in South East Asia. Once the national religious con1111ittee 
1nakes the announcen1ent, a 1nan travels around Chandgaon RI A in a 'baby taksi' calling out 
through a 1nicrophone: 
!£ID MUBARAK! EID MUBARAK! 74j 
The festivities begin. New clothes are worn. Gifts are exchanged. People visit, and visit, and 
visit. This is a ti1ne when religious differences are suppressed. 'Batchmates' and colleagues 
who are not Musli1n visit their Musli1n friends, just as at Christian Christ1nas and at Hindu 
Durga Puja people of all religious beliefs visit their Christian and Hindu friends. Men in the 
street, returning fr01n the masjid with their sons, e1nbrace. Many people go on vacation. 75 
Figure 10: masjid in Block B, Chandgaon RIA 
74 
"Eid Mubarak" is the greeting exchanged at both Eid, and can be glossed as "Happy Eid". It is used more 
enthusiastically at the time of Eid ul Fitr. 
75During Ran~jc7n 200 l, I noted n~any television advertisements for travel to Malaysia and Singapore. My 
supposition is that as the advertisements did not continue beyond Eid_ul_Fitr, they were aimed at baralok and bhadralok families wishing to take an overseas vacation during the festival. See also Mamoon 1996: 46 
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Con11nentators do, however, point out that social prestige is attached to the practices at both 
Eid. The chhotolok 111an walking the 'bhadralok cow ' h01ne will be asked along the way: 
" Whose cow is that? How much did they pay?''7\Mainoon 1996: 45-48). 
During Rarnjc7.n, a break with nonns occurs and bhadramahila in large nun1bers go out to 
shop, usually in the evening after ({tar. Chittagong fashion boutiques are crowded with 
bhadraniahila choosing expensive .valwar-kameez and .(art to wear during the round of Eid 
visits and post-Eid weddings. Chauffeured cars sit parked on the footpath outside. In 2001, a 
new fashion trend was set - hand painted fart, and .valwar-kameez with ornate beaded and 
painted borders and panels. Sarf range in price fro111 Tk3 ,000/- to Tk20,000/-, and §alwar 
fr0111 Tk2,000/- to TklS,000/-. 77 On the way home from boutique shopping wo111en stop off at 
I 
cheaper shops to buy a fart for the household buah (perhaps the only new one she will have 
in a whole year), and the cost of these range fro111 Tkl00/- to Tk200/-. 
All over Chittagong there are terrible traffic 'ja111'. Yusuf, returning fro111 work, had to cross 
through two retail areas. One evening, he sat with his chauffeur in grid-locked traffic, ringing 
Leila fron1 time to tin1e on his 1nobile to report on their progress, for up to two hours. S01ne of 
the traffic proble111 is caused by an increase in inter-city bus travel as people tried to get to 
their gram for Eid_ul_Fitr, or to begin their vacation. 78 
And at Eid_u!_Fitr when all fainilies will attempt to 1neet the obligation to pay thejztr set by 
national religious c01n1nittees (in 1999 it was Tk25/- per fainily) , bhadralok fainilies 
distinguish their ahnsgiving (up to 10% of the value of jewellery or land held over the 
prescribed allowable ainount) by the 1nore universal Isla1nic tenn zakhcU. One family was 
annoyed to find that one of the CHADEP drivers, who they would regard as being chhotolok 
and as such exe1npt fro1n giving zakhat, had paid zakhat (in n1y presence) based on the value 
of land he had purchased fro1n 1noney inherited in the past year. "Is this possible?" I was 
asked. "How is this possible, that he must pay zakhcU?" 
76 A caption for a photo of a bull on sale at Eid_ul_Azlz a in 2002 stated it was wo1ih Taka one lakh , forty th ousand (Tk 140,000) (The Bang ladesh Observer: 16 February 2002). 77 Prices in Dhaka are even hi gher. Th e Bangladesh Observer caption ed a front-page photograph of two young 
women and tw o male shop assistants: "Costly apparels (sic) are now attracting a class of peopl e on th e city's posh 
shopping centres. In an othe1w ise dull and sluggish Eid market only afflu ents (s ic) are frequent vis itors. Photo 
shows ladi es coming from ri ch famili es keenly watching an Indian .fo /war-kameez with price tag ofTaka 30 thousand at city 's Eastern Plaza on Wedn esday'' (6 December 2001 : I). 78 Because the Eid festi va ls are national holidays, all sectors of th e community, not j ust Muslims, use the time to 
travel to visit famil y. One traffic 'j am' prevented me from attending a ceremon y at Amit' s res idence to celebrate hi s cousin 's post-wedding fes ti va l (Hindu) . The car coming across th e city to pick me up had to turn back. 
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Cohesion in practice 
Banu, in her 1980s study, found that: 
Bangladesh Islam after centuries of evolution has today three types of religious belief -
modern, 01ihodox and popular. Modernist Islam tries to give a rational interpretation of 
the Koran and Hadith . 
. . . The otihodox, puritan and literal Islam enjoins total and literal acceptance of the 
Koran and Hadith . 
. . .In contrast to the pure monotheism of modern and otihodox be! iefs, the third type of 
Islamic belief in Bangladesh, vatiously called 'popular', 'folk' or 'syncretistic' has 
polytheistic and animistic dimensions. (1992: 54-55). 79 
My friend Sonia also n1akes three separate distinctions, but they are different to Banu' s; her 
categories are "devout", "secular" and "non-believers". She conunents: "The devout Muslims 
would.follow the religious practices to the point and often they are quite.fanatic in their 
beli<:;fs and less enduring of any one who might have dffferent opinions regarding religion" 
( e-1nai] correspondence, Septe1nber 2002). In Sonia's sche111a the n1iddle classes are more 
likely to be 'secular', and a 1narker of their belief is tolerance of other's beliefs. She says: 
"Our beli<:;f in Allah is inherent in our hearts but we are not very steadfast in our religious 
practices." 
The 'non-believers' of the third group are atheist but in a sense still Musli1n. 80 They are the 
'intellectuals' - university teachers, lawyers, journalists, writers and artists. In Chittagong, 
1nany bhadralok belong to this group. In general tenns bhadralok Musli1ns are either secular 
or non-believers, yet they celebrate all of the festivals we have been discussing here, and 
so1ne keep rojc7. A great sense of social cohesion, particularly during Ramjan, flows fro1n this 
situation. It is possible to see the practice as son1ething like the 1nodern secular celebration of 
Christlnas, but the difference is that few 'secular' Christians fast during Lent and few would 
follow a practice of annual aln1sgiving. 
The sense of cohesion lasts for the period of the festival - then the dividing lines, which can 
be as n1uch about class and/or political ideology as about religion, re-appear. 81 The threats 
delivered to Yusuf and Leila in the aftennath of the accident were first announced by a local 
79 For a discussion of 19th century Islamic modernism in South Asia, see Brown 1997. 80 Such a situation , a non-believer as a member of religiousjati, can apply to other religions. Thomas says, 
"Hinduism has sometimes been defined as a way oflife, one that is also found among the followers of other 
religions on the sub-continent. A Hindu who is an atheist or agnostic remains as much a Hindu as does a devotee 
of one or more of the Hindu gods" ( 1996: 44 ). 
81 Social cohesion does not equate with crime prevention. According to Th e Bangladesh Observer: "At least 34 people were killed and over 200 injured in separate incidents throughout the country in the four days during the Eid and Victory Day vacation' ' (20 December 200 I: I) . Crimes included : shootings, hackings , beatings, bag 
snatching, and looting; there were also a number of fatal motor vehicle accidents. 
156 
religious leader at 1norning prayers only two days after Eid _ul _Fitr. The imam atten1pted to 
use dissatisfaction about econ01nic class as a 1neans of stirring people up against someone 
fro1n within their own neighbourhood. 
In 2001 and 2002, divisions occu1Ted within the samaj when religious conservatives used the 
festivals and the three-day Biswa l(jema at Tongi to send a message of world-wide Tslan1ic 
solidarity, and of anti-A1nericanisn1. The Eid 1nessage of the Khatib referred to in the Preface 
had serious political ramifications as well, creating further tension within the dipl01natic 
con11nunity, and between the GOB and the USA. 82 The tendency has been towards not only 
Isla1nization of Bangladeshi social structures but also of the politicization of Isla1n within the 
Musli1n samaj. It is significant no one fron1 the other religious groups said they feel anything 
like the same sense of belonging to a wider Bangladeshi .vamaj when their festivals are 
celebrated. Durga P14a and Christlnas are celebrated with fervour, but the religious 1ninorities 
in Bangladesh are s1nall in population. 83 Since 1971 suppression of their rights to free 
expression of cultural and religious beliefs has 1nade costly inroads into their sense of social 
cohesion - being bound in oppression is a seriously negative way of 1naintaining 
relationships. 
Dilemmas in belief and practice 
Mowdud and Nibu spoke about their personal study and interpretation of the Q 'rnn, in Nibu 's 
case apparently a recent develop1nent. The way they spoke indicated they believed they had 
reached an appropriate stage in their develop1nent (intellectual and social) to undertake such 
an endeavour. An ele1nent in Mowdud's 1notivation see1ns to be his growing awareness of his 
parental duties. His increasing authority derived fr01n his progression through 1narriage, 
82 A forthright editorial in The Bangladesh Observer condemned the Khatib saying his comments were ''not only in bad taste but also betrayed a myopic vision of a world we inhabit" (5 January, 2002: 5). The editorial 
commented further that "Eid congregations are occasions for preaching love and peace" (ibid.). 83 At Christmas 1998, I collected advertisements from The Bangladesh Observer for the Dhaka Sheraton and Sonargoan Hotels. The Sheraton advertisement urged us to "Capture the Spirit of the Season" and was illustrated 
with drawings of Santa Claus, children singing carols and Christmas presents. A carol ceremony was held every 
evening l 5-24December; Christmas Eve and New Years Eve - dinners were priced at Tk 1950/- per person , buffet dinners were Tk950/- per person. On Christmas Day a special children's party was scheduled, events included a Magic Show, Games (video), Fancy Dress prizes, Santa Claus ' visit and gifts for children. The tariff was Tk795/-for adults and Tk450/- for children below the age of twelve years. 
The Sonargoan organized an event on Christmas Day ( I 0:00am-3:00pm) "For the child in all of us . .. " Tterns included a Magic Show, Children ' s Zoo, Santa Claus, Merry-Go-Round, and a Monkey Show, tariff: Tk I 00/-. Who were these advertisements aimed at? The overseas bideshf .fomaj in Bangladesh is small , but those who live in Dhaka would on the whole be well-paid; I surn1ise the westerners among them could afford the Sheraton tariffs . The Sonargoan, while a five-star hotel. caters for a different clientele, other South Asians and people visiting from North Asia and the Middle East. At Christmas 200 I, I saw no advertisements of this kind. Presumably there were 
some sensitivities to the changed social environment after the national elections. 
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parenthood, and pro1notion at work, gives hi1n additional dayitto in his household, and with 
his affines - he 1nust set an exan1ple, he 1nust encourage others to devotion. A1nin' s father 
also spoke of his personal search; 1nany of his com1nents were based on inti1nate knowledge 
of the scripture, which he has subjected to a lifelong analysis. All three 1nen are within an 
historical tradition of Islainic refonn in South Asia. 
In his analysis of the process in the period 1800 to the present Robinson says, "Individuals 
who will interpret their religion on the basis of their own knowledge have the capacity to be 
increasingly autono1nous and self-affirmative. They make their own choice"(1997: 9). The 
choices people n1ake vary, and as Robinson points out "great religious energy and creativity" 
can be released, but the process can also open "the door to unbelief. Musli1ns, who can 
choose to believe, can also choose not to believe, and becon1e Musli1ns 1nerely by 
culture"( 14). In other words, the saine process can lead to divergent outco1nes: Mowdud and 
Nibu beco1ne religiously energetic; A1nin 's father (and 1nost of his fainily) becaine an 
unbeliever, but re1nains culturally Musliin. 84 All three abide by the saine dharma one that 
stresses dayitto and love, fa1nily reputation, hard work and discipline. They also share this 
dharma with non-Musli1ns, but they 1naintain differences ainong the1nselves and between 
then1selves and other religious adherents, on the 1natter of belief in God. That difference 
affects quotidian life, politics in the .{amaj, and in their desh right up to the national level. 
Robinson points to another in1pact of "willed, self-conscious Is lain": 
... a powerful concern to assert and to police the boundaries of difference; it surely also 
leads to a deepening of community affiliation in the psyche. By the same token, it may 
also fonn part of the groundwork for the development of a Muslim political identity 
and responsiveness to Islamic symbols in politics. (1997: 14) 
This is an i1npact being felt in Chittagong today. Boundaries are hardening between Musli1ns 
and Hindus , Musli1ns and Buddhists, conservative and 1noderate Muslin1s , and between 
refo1111ist Isla1n and the 'intellectuals' of the hmnan rights 1noven1ent. Shibfr 'police' the 
boundaries in the samaj; individuals like Mowdud 'police' the ghare; both are watchful for 
bideshf, and other unwanted, influences . Religious syncretisn1 and social pluralis1n are 
waning, 'showing' Islam increases. 
Bhadralok face 1nany dile1n1nas vis-a-vis religion; for so1ne, the personal struggle to find 
'God', and for others the struggle to cope with the i1npact of fundainentalis1n. In both cases 
84 Amin 's father also told me on a number of occasions that hi s life would be at risk if it were known he had 
spoken out on these matters. Muslim fundam entalists in the Chittagong sa,naj would kill him. 
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bhadralok face a choice between long-standing fmnily traditions ( of syncretis1n in the case of 
devout Muslims and of liberalis1n in the other case), which are now being questioned ( or 
being called into question) and changing long-established practices to acco1n1nodate the 
effects of increasing Isla1nization. 
The pressure on devout Musli1ns to beco1ne more fundatnentalist is strong in Chittagong. The 
effect on fatnilies can be dramatic especially when husbands force wives into strict fonns of 
pardc1 .As already 1nentioned, liberal Musli1ns and non-Musli1ns find they are forced to 'talk 
about religion ' whether they want to or not. Not talking can draw negative attention to a 
person's agnosticis1n, or, in the case of Buddhists, to her/his atheis1n. 
Sonar's brother-in-law aptly pointed out that people of the Chittagonian samaj indulge in 
religious discussion, "you cannot avoid it ... " Fundamental differences exist between 
Mowdud and Sonar's brother-in-law. Mowdud appears to struggle within hi1nself as he seeks 
ulti1nate and authoritative answers within the Q 'ran for his concerns about God, and the right 
way to live. 85 His childhood socialization in the fatnily barf would have been 1nost likely 
syncretistic. As a 'person not long out of the village' and one wary of Hindu/Buddhist 
pluralis1n, Mowdud is left with little space in which to negotiate a new equilibriu1n. Sonar's 
brother-in-law, on the other hand, is representative of a group of urbane Chittagonian 
bhadralok who struggle with the external pressures on then1 created when devout (and 
conservative) Muslin1s like Mowdud attetnpt to regulate the whole Chittagonian famaj 
according to their particular and personal revelation. 
No an1ount of good will can 'wish away' the realities of intolerance, co1nn1unalis1n and 
political bullying in Chittagong. It is possible, though, to see the mastan as the bullies they 
are and not as representative of lslatn or Hinduis1n or of the Chittagonian .famaj. It is also 
important to note that not only mas tan have used religion as a 1neans of social and political 
oppression, and that for Bengali Musli1n nationalists fro1n the late 19th century to the 1nid-20th 
century" ... religion rather than language proved the 1nost potent syinbol for the purposes of 
the elite's n1anipulation" (Roy 1996: 124).86 
85 My impression was that his doctrinaire approach could be his way of ' not showing ' his struggle leaves him 
uncertain about dogma and unsure of himself in respect of the precise details of practice. 86 Whether those being manipulated were simultaneously oppressed by the manipulation is beyond the scope of , this di scussion , but nationali sm per se is not always seen as negative even when the means of achieving it are. See / 
also Sanad_jian on the "New Economy of P · "where he di scusses the position of Muslims in the "Thi rd World" l ( 1997: 133-134). 
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Choudhury follows Roy and believes that 19th century bhadralok nationalist leaders used 
religion - in this case Isla111 - to rouse nationalist senti1nents by "presenting the111selves as 
defenders of religion" (2002: 20). In the 20th century politicians used religion as a rallying 
point, "pushing the class and (sic) question into the background, with a view to staving off the 
social revolution which they feared" (8-9). The effect was "divisive co111111unalis111" so suited 
to their purpose that politicians accepted the division of Bengal in 1905-1912, 87 and even 
welco1ned the "more dainaging partition .. .in 1947'' (9). 88 
Siddiqi warns of: 
... the danger of overstating the case for Islamist movements and their popularity. 
Although support at the grass-roots level is difficult to gauge and should not be 
underestimated, it is worth keeping in mind that state-sponsored Islamization rather 
than a people 's movement has provided the primary impetus for the politicization of 
religion. ( 1998: 213 )89 
It is, however, i1nportant, to note that in Chittagong a funda111entalist group such as Shibfr 
appears to have irn111unity fron1 police prosecution for their alleged cri1ninal activities. 
The bhadralok of this project are heirs to this manipulation, not that it could be argued that 
they, or their fa1nilies , were directly involved. Far fro111 it - 111ost of the1n have searched, are 
still searching, for resolution of c01mnunalisn1. They hope to retain the fluidity which 
historically characterized their .(amaj, and which in the past helped to allow both diversity and 
tolerance. 
Today when Musli111 Bangladeshis make assertive state111ents about their beliefs, when non-
Musli111s complain of oppression, when people attempt tolerance in their practice finding little 
tolerance in their beliefs, all this is the cu111ulative effect of their history (particularly since 
British co1nn1ercial and i111perial contact), recent world events (particularly 11 Septen1ber, 
2001 and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq), widespread poverty, and the failure of civil 
society. Bhadralok social practices in discourse and storytelling affect how people project 
their beliefs , and reflect their construction of the religious sphere. Now it is ti111e to see how 
bhadralok construct the personal spheres of' self and 'household ', and how they negotiate 
the 'world outside'. 
87 On the 1905-191 2 partition of Bengal under the British see: Ahmed 1996: Chapter iv; Massclos 1972: Chapter ("/ 7. One effect was a marked rise in Muslim nationalist sentiment in East Bengal, an effect not entirely di spleasi ng to the Briti sh who manipul ated Hindu and Muslim religious differences to their own advantage in governing India. 88 See also Gilmartin 1998: I 087. 
89 Seealso Banu 1992: 148. 
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Part Two 
I begin this section with a more detailed introduction to Pritilata whom we first met in 
Chapter Four. She epitomizes the dedication bhadramahila bring to NGO work and the 
challenges they 1neet and negotiate in a society dominated by patriarchy. The next three 
chapters examine the personal lives, the household, and the workplace of Chittagonian 
bhadramahila. 
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Pritilata's story 
Pritilata is short, physically strong, and mentally tough. After a while I realized that 
Pritilata' s appearance and demeanour fitted a pattern displayed by many women working 
with NGOs. Like them, Pritilata's clothes are unadorned and have a homespun quality 
(not exactly swadeshf, but perhaps influenced by swadeshf values). She wears little 
jewellery, only a wrist watch and plain gold ear-rings. Her facial expression is usually 
sombre, her emotions kept in check; she rarely smiles. (She displays all that is best in 
bhadralok 'discipline'.) Pritilata becomes most animated when talking about social issues 
(women's rights, the advancement of the poor) and then, although it sounds like a cliche, 
her eyes flash; she sounds and looks fierce. 
Whenever I spoke with her I was reminded of an incident when travelling between 
Kurigra1n and Rangpur (northwest Bangladesh) in the back of a four-wheel drive vehicle. 
I sat facing towards the rear of the vehicle and noticed a young wo1nan on a Vespa 
motorcycle following us. She wore a long white coat and her head was veiled. I 
recognized her as a BRAC community worker. For the more than an hour she followed us 
I tried smiling at her in a gesture of fe1nale solidarity. She made eye contact, but did not 
respond in any other way. I created a stereotype: A BRAC LADY. Even when I gained 
Pritilata's confidence, she remained as the BRAC LADY, unsmiling, intense, focussed. 
Like 1nost senior field staff Pritilata is university educated, and has a Master's degree in 
Sociology. At university, Pritilata became involved in left-wing politics, rising to the 
position of cadre leader in a radical student organization. Of all her female colleagues, 
Pritilata is the most taciturn, but it was she who encapsulated the revolutionary vision of 
some NGO workers when she said: "This is a revolution." 
163 
Six: Absorption and Resistance: looking at the inside and the outside of the person in 
bhadralok society 
We Listen To You Until We Think Like You 
(Text on a hoarding, commercial building Dhaka, noted in March 1998.) 
The slogan on the hoarding in Dhaka struck me as 'saying' something about the way 
bhadralok I was meeting felt about life - it encapsulated, as all good slogans do, an element 
in the accepted world view of the people it aimed for. I noticed the slogan quite early in my 
stay in Bangladesh, I wrote it down, because I believed that if I understood it, I might also 
understand something about bhadralok. I believe now that the slogan is about absorption, 
about substance exchange, and about the process of controlling social interactions with those 
factors in mind. 
The words "bhitore" and "baire" are used in everyday speech to mean simply "inside" and 
"outside". My use of them as a pair "bhitore-baire" is restricted to reference to the person. 
There appears to be some equivalence to the terms 'batin!inner realm of human experience' 
and' lair/ the outer realm of human behavior' as described by Geertz amongprijayi (upper 
class) in Java, 1960:232. In Arabic, the word 'batin' refers "to the 'hidden' dimension of 
existence and of scripture" (Armstrong 2000: 199). In Chapter Five I discussed the ways 
Chittagonian bhadralok seek the hidden meaning (batin) of the Q 'ran; in what follows I begin 
a process of examining in detail how they manage their inner and outer worlds. 
This chapter will continue the analysis of the three pairs of bhadralok life and examine the 
innermost set: bhitore-baire: the inside of the person and the outside of the person. In the 
subsequent chapter I continue the analysis and examine the paired dimension of home and the 
outside world. Discussion in this chapter is developed from three sources: literature 
examining theories of the dividual and intra-psychic autonomy in South Asia; recent 
ethnographic texts dealing specifically with Bangladesh; and fieldwork data demonstrating 
the use of bhitore-baire by bhadralok in Chittagong as a strategy to manage interpersonal 
relations. 
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The bhitore-baire story 
One morning Razia came to visit Leila. At the time she lived in an apartment just across the 
street from where Yusuf and Leila had, until recently, also lived. Razia arrived wearing burqa 
over her sarf and accompanied by her buah (maidservant). Leila brought her into my room 
where I was sitting reading the newspaper, and introduced me as someone doing research on 
middle class families. What had been a dull morning transformed as Razia and Leila engaged 
in a discussion that lasted for over an hour. Some of the conversation was directed towards 
me. There was the usual pattern of questions about family, family background, family status, 
and questions about my project. As the conversation was fast, free flowing, and in Bangla I 
did not always follow what was being said, but it seemed it was important for Razia that I did 
understand. From time to time she broke off her flow for Leila to interpret what had been 
said, a lot of which centered on the problems within bhadralok families. What an outsider 
observes might not be a true reflection of the reality. Of particular note were the frequent 
references to the status of women within those households. In her own family, for example, 
her husband frequently humiliates her in front of their guests or his business associates, by 
implying she is stupid or incompetent. He has a habit of drawing in their younger unmarried 
daughter to back him. Leila agreed with her that Bangladeshi men often ridiculed their wives 
in front of others. Some men beat their wives. Many women feel unable to assert themselves 
and feel obliged to tolerate the situation for the sake of preserving their family honour. 1 
As I construed the men's behaviour, thus described, as dishonourable in itself, I wondered out 
loud how much bhadramahila accepted, or tolerated, the humiliations women's low status 
implied. My question, perhaps not unreasonably, provoked an agitated response from Razia 
who inferred I was suggesting Bangladeshi women were weak because of their apparent 
tolerance of verbal and physical abuse. She said: "Do not look at this burqa and think I am 
conservative. It is just for show, baire, it is not who I am bhitore. ' 
In the context, and based on further discussion with Leila, I understood Razia was saying I 
should not assume a Muslim woman is unaware of what is being said and done (and the rights 
and wrongs of the domestic situation described above) simply because she wears a burqa. A 
burqa might be worn to 'show' publicly a woman is chaste and good (i.e. a good Muslim), 
but the fact of wearing one might also disguise how she feels bhitore (inside). 
1 See also the discussion in Chapter Eight. 
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Wilce, discussing the ways Bangladeshis refer to themselves in describing symptoms to a 
practitioner, stresses the ways in which the voice of an assumed social inferior (women 
generally, the mentally ill regardless of gender) is suppressed by others assuming a position 
of dominance. Taking one example as a case in point, Yasmin's, Wilce comments on the way 
her brother, and the herbalist they were consulting, interrupted Yasmin's description of her 
symptoms (and of her "state of being"): " ... there is no doubt that, at an unconscious level, 
Yasmin's eloquent representation of her inner world threatens the world crafted by men such 
as her brother and the herbalist. They cut off the rhetorical line she is pursuing before the 
threat can take form" (Wilce 1995:940). 
Razia was saying she was aware her voice was being suppressed, and that, usually, she chose 
to not display baire how she felt about the situation. Razia seemed to be saying her 'real self 
is bhitore and may not correspond to what is shown by her, and seen by others on the outside. 
There is then, a duality in the use of "baire": both the outside of the person, and what is 
outside the household; Razia used it at the time to mean the former. 2 
The encounter with Razia was opportune, because she described what I knew I had been 
observing, but had not codified. I had inferred an ambiguity in the ways bhadralok negotiate 
interpersonal interactions: often what a person said about themselves baire (their ideas, 
opinions, self-descriptions) either did not match what I knew of them ghare, or flatly 
contradicted something they had asserted on another occasion. At all times, when in the world 
outside their home/household, they made a show of being 'fine', of being in control of a 
situation. Rarely did they openly express doubt, uncertainty, frustration or dissatisfaction with 
life. They did express rag (anger) on some occasions - I shall come back to rag later in this 
chapter. I had a sense, not well-developed in analytical terms, that what I 'saw' was often not 
what 'was'. 
What happened next was revealing. Leila began using the paired words "bhitore-baire' to 
describe my research when we met people. During a morning spent at Newmarket, visiting 
shopkeepers well known to Leila and her family (her mother had shopped for years at the 
same stores), Leila introduced me in Bangla: "This is my friend from Australia. She is 
researching bhadralok ... bhitore-baire. "3 
2 
"Bhit8re" is not the word for "self, in Bangla that is "atto", and does not replace it. From what Razia said it 
appears that her atto is bhit8re. 
3Leila's description of my research was accurate if not comprehensive. Leila might have been saying this before Razia's visit, but I think not and that her understanding of my project was sharpened by her response to Razia's 
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Razia's positioning of her self bhitore bears out Whittaker's definition of 'self as: 
the reification of a secreted entity. Selves are never visible, but are abstracted and 
assumed to "be there", concealed within the individual. No one can observe or have familiarity with other selves directly as one can with persons, identities, or individuals. Self shares this hidden quality with such concepts as mind, ego, soul, spirit, and psyche. (Whittaker 1992: 199 - 200) 
The implications of Razia's statement about herself' bhitore-baire' are complex and I shall 
return to her story later. Here I wish to remain with the bhadralok management of the tension 
implied between the inner and the outer person, where understanding "the concept of person 
entails conceptualizing the human or other being as an agent, the author of action purposively 
directed toward goal"(Harris 1989:602).4 I am also concerned with the relationship between 
the conservative and progressive modalities of tradition, in other words t<? examine the 
construction of what Blanchet has referred to as the "correct personage"(2001: 162). 5 The 
emphasis will be on how people organize and manage inter-personal relationships, how they 
'arrange' themselves into appropriate (bhadralok Chittagonian) persons, and how they 'set 
the scene' for social contact. A successful bhadralok needs to know how to manage all this, 
particularly in the world outside the household. 
If, as Whittaker asserts, we cannot know another self, and must, by extension, deal only with 
persons and identities (that is with what the person reveals of herself), then it is vital in 
understanding the person to take particular note of what is 'shown'. 
Bhadralok persons 6 
Chittagonian bhadralok are at the one time conservative and progressive; bhadralok norms 
encompass diversity. Diversity creates scope to act autonomously interpersonally, and to 
question conservative norms - for example the one ranking family as more important than the 
person. This diversity- adaptability subsumed within tradition - produces the 'dividual', who 
is adaptive to all circumstances, fluid in interpersonal social interactions, analytical and 
innovative. Diverse elements, while apparently contradictory, are in practice not in conflict. 
story. After Razia's first visit, I asked Leila: " What is her name?" Leila replied: "I can't remember. We always 
call her Nila 'smother." Razia came to visit a number of times , and Leila and I went to her home to visit her. 4 Harris goes on to stress "it is not sufficient to a discussion of personhood to talk about people as centers of 
experience . . . To be a person means to be a ' somebody' who authors conduct construed as action" (1989:602). 5 On the relationship between conservative and progressive modalities see Chapter One, and Table 2 below. 6 Dumont' s work on Indian society (1980: 1986) and the debates generated around his notions of holistic societies, hierarchy, the individual and equality underpin the discussion in this chapter. It is important to note that those who contend with Dumont's thesis stress the actual autonomy of the person within the constraints of traditional society in South Asia. See Appadurai 1986 and 1988, Beteille 1986: 122, Kondos 1998, Mines 1988, and Quigley 1998 . See also Buss 2000, Taylor 1992. 
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They are sometimes in tension. The capacity to adjust, to find a suitable response within a 
repertoire of responses is typically Bengali and an appropriate response to exogenous 
pressures to 'modernize' (Chatterjee 1986 & 1993; Khare 1976 and Singer 1971). 
Since the late 1980s some ethnographers have used psychoanalytic theory in describing and 
analyzing how a person sustains a sense of an autonomous self in hierarchical societies in 
South Asia (De Munck 1992; Ewing 1990,1991; McHugh 1989; Mines 1988, 1992; Sokefeld 
1999). Ewing's work on intrapsychic autonomy, which I discuss in detail below, is pertinent 
to an understanding of how the theory of the 'dividual' might work in practice. Theories of 
the dividual and permeability describe what happens in interpersonal interactions, and the 
theory of intrapsychic autonomy how they happen. 
I will look first at the theory of the 'di vi dual' and its use in South Asia. The theory is largely 
derived from McKimm Marriott's work on Indian society. His 1976 article is seminal and has 
influenced Daniel, Gardner, and Kotalova among others. It begins with an examination of 
"Assumptions: dividual actors and substantial action". Addressing what, at the time, would 
have been a predominantly 'western' audience, Marriott points to difference between Indian 
and 'western' sociological thought - in the former, "the separability of actors from actions" is 
not presumed ( 197 6: 109). In India, "what goes on between actors are the same connected 
processes of mixing and separation that go on within actors" (ibid. emphasis in original). A 
person's nature is seen to be the result of her/his actions (karma). A person is affected also by 
actions between actors (110); when people interact they exchange, absorb, or resist absorbing, 
what is referred to as "substance". Self is composed and constructed from, and within, social 
relations. The process of constructing self includes absorbing 'substances' from those 
relations, and learning to reject these substances. Social relations include expectations about 
'correct' behaviour. 
Although Marriott's work was based on a Hindu world-view, Kotalova applied it to 
Gameranga (her 1980s Bangladesh field site) taking up his statement that South Asians think 
of persons as 'divisible' or 'dividual' (Marriott 1976:111). She comments: "Dividualitythus 
renders a person fluid, open to and affected by a variety of social, moral and material forces 
which are overlapping or merged into each other"(l993:48). The forces Kotalova refers to 
here belong to diverse heterogeneous categories, including biological and physical material, 
so that a dividual person can absorb properties and influences of the land, water, climate, and 
also "assimilate the attributes of humans who pertain to a different ifil or rank"(ibid. ). As 
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already discussed in Chapter Three an important element in this process is food - its 
production, purchase, preparation, and consumption, especially inside the residence or 
household. 
Daniel undertook in his research in Tamil Nadu (India) to trace properties of substance in 
village society by examining "phenomena that are part of daily, ordinary, routine 
life"(l984:3). He found that Tamil persons "seek for relationships of identity and 
compatibility with their ur"(l05)7, and also within a "person-house" relationship (Chapter 3), 
and in their relationships with other persons (Chapter 4). In every case the ideal is to reach 
substance equilibrium (163). The effect of substance exchange between phenomena is neither 
fixed nor permanent, and Tamil villagers use prescribed rituals to manage the negative 
impacts of changes on a person's well-being (183). Gardner (1991, 1993, and 1995) in her 
study of Syhleti villagers in northern Bangladesh drew on work by Daniel, who had in his 
turn drawn on his mentor, Marriott, and others such as Inden. 
Not all South Asianists have been satisfied with Marriott's exposition of substance and 
substance-codes. McGilvray, particularly, argued that Marriott and his colleague Inden were 
too general, and took a view from above. Daniel's work, published subsequently, is well-
grounded in field observations, as are the works of Kotalova and Gardner. 8 
What is transacted Marriott refers to as "substance-code", which he uses "to stand, perforce 
awkwardly, for the belief in the non-duality of all such pairs" (1976: 110). Following Inden 
(1972:33), Marriott then makes an emphatic statement: "Dividual persons, who must 
exchange in such ways, are therefore always composites of the substance-codes they take 
in"(l 11).9 
Composite, but not, as Strathern (1988: 185) has argued Melanesians are, "multiple persons" 
who are also "partible". The dividual person as observed in bhadralok society in Chittagong 
is a single self, who strategically employs a number of outward (baire) expressions that are 
responsive to the context. For, as Busby argues, "[p]ersons ... are not 'microcosms of 
relationships' [referring to a statement by Strathem]: they are complete in themselves, yet 
7 Daniel glosses "ur " (a Tamil term) so that it comes close to meaning the same as "desh " in Bangla. 8 The debate seems to have tapered off in the late 1980s, but see Alvi 2001 on the Punjab. 9 See also Wilce' s comment," . . . rural patients [in Bangladesh] conventionally link illness with cosmos as ingested, offended, or otherwise experienced" (1995:932). 
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connected to others through flows of substance" (1997b: 274). 10 Once a substance has been 
absorbed it ceases to be "separably identifiable in the body''(275). 
In the matter of substance-code exchange ethnographers refer to the 'permeability of persons' 
(Busby 1997b) and of households (Dickey, 2000b) in South Asia. 11 Busby says she believes 
"McGilvray is right and that there is no obvious homogeneity of cultural discourse around 
kinship and marriage across this area [South India and Sri Lanka], or even within one 
community''(l 997a: 32, emphasis added). She adds, that despite diversity in practice, there 
are certain underlying "understandings of relationships and kinship customs" universal 
throughout the region (1997a: 33). Busby stresses the distinction to be made between 
'permeability' in South Asia and 'partibility' (as observed by Strathem 1988: 185) in 
Melanesian society (Busby 1997b: 274-275). 
There seems little to differentiate the processes described by Busby as 'permeability' and the 
concept termed "absorption" by Marriott who argues absorption is necessary to the South 
Asian dividual "who to exist ... must absorb heterogeneous influences"(1976: 111). 12 Dividual 
persons "must also give out from themselves particles of their own coded substances -
essences, residues, or other active influences - that may then reproduce in others something 
of the nature of the persons in whom they have originated" (ibid.). Marriott argues further 
"[t]hey also cannot help exchanging certain other coded influences that are thought of as 
subtler, but still substantial and powerful forms, such as perceived words, ideas, appearances, 
and so forth" (ibid.). 
Marriott's description of the interchange of substance-codes as something that "must happen" 
between dividuals for them, and which to exist they "cannot help exchanging", overstates the 
situation I observed in Chittagong where the possibility for bhadralok to resist absorption 
remains an option. Bhadralok do not seem bound to always exchange substance-codes; a 
degree of choice seemed to be present in almost every social interchange and was part of the 
fluidity and ambiguity of the Chittagonian bhadralok samaj. 
10 The source of the Strathern reference is: Strathern 1988: 13-15. 11 Both draw on Daniel : Dickey 2000b: 470-471; Busby 1997a, 1997b, 1999. 12 On the absorption of desh and its nutritious products see Gardner 1993: 6. Sanskrit scholar, Wendy Doniger, has written an entertaining article "Eating karma in classical South Asian texts" in which she states: "Food and eating function in South Asia to define the person more than anything else, even sex" ( 1999: 151 ). Doniger' s sub-headings are tantalizing: "You Are What You Eat", "You Are From Whom You (Do Not) Eat", "You Are Who You Eat", "You Will Be Whom You Eat", "You Eat What You Have Done", "You Are What You Do not Eat", 
"You Are What You Say". 
170 
Bhadralok, while acknowledging the impact of being open to outside influences, exercise 
control over what substance-codes are absorbed, when a substance-code is absorbed, and to 
what extent the self will be influenced by what is absorbed. In one case a parent expressly 
stated that in their family corporal punishment is no longer used with one of the children, 
because the child had shown he "would not absorb it". 
bstor maintains that, the "Bengali cultural construction of the person differentiates persons in 
various domains as well as the whole person in a configuration of domains. The person is 
itself a category with particular meanings in various domains ... "(1984 131). As with other 
South Asian ethnographers he also refers to the importance of context, because "depending on 
the context, aspects of the whole person (the person in different domains) are collapsed or 
separated into one or more categories" ( 132) 
Bhadralok develop and choose from a repertoire of responses, the choices are personal, but 
the framework in which they are employed is sociocultural. These responses may be 
stereotypical (reflecting unchallenged cultural norms), developed as a result of socialization 
in the family, based on literary role models, or developed for themselves from experience. 13 
Resisting absorption 
Strategies to overcome contradictions and ambiguities are fundamental elements in 
Chittagonian bhadralok social relations. Increasingly, Chittagonian Muslims, and many of the 
Muslims involved in this project, express the necessity of resisting the influences of Hindus, 
syncretism, and also sometimes indigenous Bengali customs. It is not only a question of 
asserting 'difference from'; it is also a matter of ridding oneself of elements of those 'others'. 
In their dealing with overseas bides hf influences, bhadralok will adapt foreign behaviours on 
their baire while maintaining a strong resistance to any change bhitore. In contact situations 
they employ strategies that are culturally consistent with 'bhadralokness'. A number of 
strategies are employed to resist absorption, two are dealt with here - stereotyping and 
avoidance of others - other strategies (e.g. using rag [anger] to manage social interactions and 
questions) are discussed in later sections. 
Stereotyping other people is one used in a wide range of situations. Stereotypes may be either 
idealized or negative, and are another form of natai: they are used to control a person's 
13 I shall return to the importance of models in Chapter Eight 
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behaviour, that is the behaviour of the person being discussed and the participants to the 
discussion. An idealizing stereotype can be used as a tool to deflect discussion of negative, or 
positive, connotations of a person's behaviour. Stereotypes are also functional in blocking 
absorption of new ideas or differing opinions. In discussions, the use of stereotyping has the 
effect of limiting free exchange of ideas, binding bhadralok into formalized and quite rigid 
discourse. The strongest negative stereotyping is connected with gender and religion. Gender 
stereotypes are used to categorize the behaviour of women and men, and both sexes engage in 
the practice. Whether idealized, or negative, gender stereotypes 'fix' people, interrupting their 
social mobility. When a Chittagonian refers to a woman as 'free', it is obvious that the 
comment is negative 
A woman of impeccable family background, who has gained impressive academic results and 
professional achievements, but who is still unmarried in her mid-thirties , was described by 
Mowdud as a ''failure, because she is too free." Mowdud needs to avoid the influence of this 
woman, and to limit her influence on his wife, Jahanara, and his children. The woman's 
achievements call into question Mowdud's religious values. If Jahanara were to act as the 
other woman did, then J ahanara would not be a 'good' woman she would be 'free'. Keeping 
in mind the context in which Mowdud used the term "free", I wondered if Mow dud meant 
"licentious" (which would have been inappropriate). I also wondered why the other woman, 
who had been Jahanara's colleague at CHADEP (where she was respected and well-liked) 
had now become a 'failure'. While Jahanara remains out of the workplace and at home she is 
subject to Mowdud ' s influence; she must resist the influence of people who are like her 
former colleague. 14 
In another instance, a female household servant from the family's village lived with a family 
because she was separated from her husband, and alienated from her children. She was given 
to frequent outbursts of ill will, and verbal abuse, even of those who cared for her. Her 
problem, according to the sympathetic male head of the household was that "she has her 
freedom, but as a result she is mentally unstable." He implied there is 'something evil' in 
'freedom' .15 
14 Chakrabarty discusses the argument around the notions of 'freedom ' in late 19th - early 20th century Bengali literature (1992: 13-15). "Freedom was used to mark a difference between what was 'Indian ' and what was 
'European/English"' (14, emphasis in original). He says Bengali writers expressed a connection between 
'freedom' and 'selfishness ' (ibid.). 
15 Like Mowdud, he tries to control external influences on his wife. The difference is that, while Mowdud is Muslim, this man is Hindu. 
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The use of the expression "good woman", while apparently positive, idealizes the woman, 
locking her into conservative behaviour, and it was this that Razia appears to want to resist 
when she asks not to be judged as 'conservative'. Comments such as these are more likely to 
made about women than men, but they are made by both men and women, and by both Hindu 
and Muslim, indicating that they are expressing disapproval of contravention of conservative 
Chittagonian bhadralok norms held in common across ethnic and religious boundaries. 
During the 2001 Bangladeshi general elections a number of voters stated that the reason they 
had voted for Khaleda Zia (now the Prime Minister of Bangladesh) was because she was 
"beautiful". Rani was upset when a former university batchmate said "beauty' was her main 
reason for voting for Zia. Rani countered by suggesting that perhaps she, Rani, should run for 
Parliament as she was definitely more beautiful than the Prime Minister, but her university 
friend refused to engage in debate. Opponents of Zia argued against the 'beautiful' criterion, 
proffering another, but negative, stereotype - Zia is "an uneducated village woman". 
Another way in which a dividual resists absorption of unwanted influences is through refusal 
to listen. Trying to speak with a person who has 'closed down' is frustrating. Jahanara, under 
stress after a particularly difficult field trip, did this and, as hard as I tried to make eye contact 
with her (in an effort to find out what she wanted to do about transport to her residence), the 
more she retreated. Jahanara did not close her eyes, or avert her gaze; she simply 'was not 
there'. I imagined her descending to some innermost part of herself where nothing from the 
baire could reach her. J ahangir also retreated like this during an uncomfortable verbal dispute 
during the same field trip. My attempts to conciliate and to draw him into a reasonable 
conversati_on were ignored; he sat staring into middle distance as if neither of us was there. 
Not speaking can accompany not listening. I observed people maintain silence, and refuse to 
eat, over many days' duration when they said they felt offended, or when they had not been 
'heard'. Their silence is a substance-code other household members must absorb - or resist. 
Following Ardener, Kotalova comments: 
... recognition of voidness - more specifically, mutedness and invisibility in the 
Bangladeshi case - is a meaningful way of speaking .. . Implicit in such a claim is the 
recognition that the structural meaning is created not merely by the relationship between constituent elements, but also by the gaps between them. That what has been 
said and seen is only meaningful in relationship to what remains unspoken and hidden. (1993:52) 
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Kotalova also points out "silence, absence, depletion, impasse and various other expressions 
of voidness are not necessarily signs of subordination ... "(52-53). So resonant is this comment 
that I shall return to the situation it describes in a later section in this chapter. 
To be able to conduct such strategies successfully a person, either while absorbing others 
(influences, ideas, opinions) or resisting absorption, needs to have a well-developed sense of 
self, something addressed by Kakar, Ewing and others in their work on personal autonomy in 
South Asian societies. At this point it would be useful to look at the theory of intrapsychic 
autonomy. 
Intra-psychic autonomy 
Using a Blanck and Blanck article (1974), which tracks the development of the intrapsyche 
during childhood, Ewing says: 
In Hartmann's terms, intrapsychic autonomy is achieved through identification with 
and internalization of objects, by means of which the ego is structured and the inner 
world organized. An important component of this autonomy is the establishment of 
object constancy. (1991: 13 6) 
It appears it is part of this structuring and organizing that the idea of 'self can only function 
"when there is a firmly consolidated world of self and object representations, when the 
experience of the merger is not total"(Ewing 1991:139). In other words, as a person absorbs 
heterogeneous influences, of whatever nature, the intra-psychically autonomous person is able 
to distinguish between those outer influences and the self. 
Ewing also emphasizes the "propensity among South Asians to contextualize one's behavior 
and reactions to others"(141), but sensitivity to context need not imply a weak sense of 
intrapsychic autonomy, something that Razia was at some pains to point out. When, 
according to Ewing, intrapsychic autonomy is well-established, then" ... this tendency to 
contextualize is [accompanied by] the ability to maintain a conscious awareness of one's 
inner thoughts and feelings when these differ from one's overt actions and may be socially 
unacceptable" (ibid.). 16 
The description Razia made of herself as bhitore and baire does not mean she is divided 
against herself, or that she has many selves. Whatever Razia decides to show baire, that is 
both on the outside of herself and outside the home, she is always Razia, a single self, in 
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social interactions. Her identity may well be multiple. 17 It can include how she wishes to be 
seen ghare (where it became obvious from her comments she 'shows' on her outside what is 
expected of her by her husband and her daughter, but as she said she does not always agree 
inside with what she 'shows'), e.g. a 'good' wife, a 'good' mother, devout; in the baire, all of 
the above plus as a business woman, moderate not conservative; and how others might see 
her: bhadramahila, Nila's mother, conservative. Razia expressed a consciousness of a 
potentially ambiguous identity when she asked me not to 'see' her as conservative because 
she was wearing burqa. White comments that in Bangladesh" ... structural aspects of people's 
identity are not fixed but negotiable ... the question of identity is a political one. People 
mobilize around different factors at different times as serves their interests best" (1992:42). 
Ewing does not overtly reject Marriott's thesis, but she does comment that while Marriott's 
model "may accurately reflect an important aspect of Indian experience, it is important that it 
not be mistaken for an accurate description of Indian psychology''(l 991: 134 ). It is not 
accurate, for instance, to say Indians "lack ego boundaries and intrapsychic autonomy'' nor to 
say they "function effectively without them" (ibid.). 
In Ewing's view, one of the problems created by an inappropriate use of data is the failure to 
distinguish between interpersonal and intrapsychic autonomy. Referring to McHugh 1989 and 
Mines 1988, Ewing argues that the widely observed South Asian privileging of social 
interrelationship does not preclude a "well-defined concept of the individual"(1991:135). She 
also notes "[i] nterpersonal autonomy may occur in the presence of or absence of intrapsychic 
autonomy". The essential difference is that a person with a clear sense of intrapsychic 
autonomy has a well-developed sense of separation from, and individuation in, their social 
context. They are as a result not alienated persons; instead, they are more likely to be 
successful in their interpersonal relationships ( 13 7-13 8). 
Markus and Kitayama writing on "Culture and Self. .. " (based on a comparative study of 
Japanese and American persons) make a series of comments on the 'interdependence of self' 
that are also relevant to this discussion and goes to the point of the universality of 
intrapsychic autonomy: 
16 Ewing mentions elsewhere, "there is considerable evidence to suggest that in many South Asian families , individual family members do in fact act in an autonomous fashion intrapsychically, though they operate within a highly "engaged" interpersonal network of family relationships and expectations" ( 1991 : 139). 17 SeeSokefeld 1999:419. 
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An interdependent view of self does not result in a merging of self and other, nor does it imply that one must always be in the company of others to function effectively, or that people do not have a sense of themselves as agents who are the origins of their own 
actions. On the contrary, it takes a high degree of self-control and agency to effectively 
adjust oneself to various interpersonal contingencies. Agentic exercise of control, however, is directed primarily to the inside and to those inner attributes, such as desires, personal goals, and to private emotions, that can disturb the harmonious equilibrium of interpersonal transaction (1991 :228). 
They continue: "This can be contrasted with the Western notion of control, which primarily 
implies an assertion of the inner attributes and consequent attempts to change the outer 
aspects, such as one's public behaviors and the social situation" (ibid.). It is on this last point 
that I observed Chittagonian bhadralok differ from the overall description of the Japanese 
person. Bhadralok who perceive themselves in a position to do so often assert themselves, 
and act to change aspects of a social situation in their own favour ( see the discussion below 
following the section on "Intrapsychic autonomy''). I wish only to say that what bhadralok do 
1nakes them seem less like the Japanese, not that bhadralok behaviour is western. 
The process of developing intra-psychic autonomy, and sense of self, begins in childhood, 
and is located in a culturally specific context. Kakar, in The Inner World, traces the cultural 
traditions derived from myths and legends that form the basis of the child in Indian society. 
He acknowledges that although: 
[t]he basic intrapsychic processes, defence mechanisms and conflicts in human development have been recognized as universal. .. in a condition of extreme stress, the individual takes from his culture its conventions or traditions in implementing and giving form to an idiosyncratic disorder, the culture providing, as it were, the patterns 
of misconduct.(1987: 9) 18 
Appropriate behaviour does not conflate with mere conformity; bhadralok in particular are 
expected to bring intelligence, creativity and self-awareness to the process. Knowing when to 
conform, and when to assert oneself, is important. Knowing how to negotiate a personal 
pathway through the shifts from conformity to personal assertion and back again as the 
situation demands, is critical to success in life. Not everyone achieves the knowledge and 
skills; those who are inept are regarded as 'failures' or as 'individualistic'. A person who is 
18 Ewing moves into the realm of childhood and family socialization of the child, making comments that reflect my fieldwork observations: 
. . . it is possible to imagine a family in which the parents are highly responsive to their child ' s 
needs, physically loving and supportive, yet fostering their child ' s independence and autonomy by reinforcing the child ' s distinctive personality, giving him [sic] responsibilities and enhancing his [sic] self-esteem. It also possible to imagine a family where the parent who overtly pushes the 
child into independence actually controls the child in accordance with the parents ' needs rather than the child ' s. In such cases the parent constantly undermines the child ' s self-confidence and 
esteem with hostile intrusiveness - acting ' enmeshed ' intrapsychically, despite the value placed on autonomy (1991: 138). 
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too obviously adept is called 'tricky'. Equilibrium between intrapsychic autonomy and 
interpersonal engagement is the desirable goal. 
What are the circumstances in bhadralok society in which a person is obviously drawing on 
intrapsychic autonomy? In other words, when is the autonomous self most likely to become 
apparent in a person's actions? Common situations are when a person maintains an 
interpersonal engagement while negotiating intrapsychic values, i.e. situations where a person 
can be clearly seen to strive towards the equilibrium 1nentioned above. In the following 
contexts, a person would also be assessing the flow of substance-codes: 
• Place in family, and in the case of a notun bou (new wife) place in her husband's family; 
• Place in society (both personal and family status); 
• Point of view in debate or argument, or during more casual discussion (adda),· 
• Religious belief and practice. 
What people 'show' 19 
What bhadralok women and men 'show' can be divided by gender, the attributes that are 
common to both do not achieve the same priority in each: 20 
Women: good wives and good mothers (dutiful and chaste); competent (at home-
making, and at outside employment); beautiful; strong ( emotionally and psychically); dependable; reliable; intelligent; independent; humanitarian; socially and politically 
aware. 
Men: devout (Muslim)/ secular (Hindu); compassionate; hospitable; well respected; professionally employed; good parent; well-liked; intelligent; wise; urbane; humanitarian; socially and politically aware; intellectual/artist. 
Thes_e lists have been aggregated and not all women and men show, or can show, every 
attribute. The attributes are what people talk about, and demonstrate as the ideal they strive 
for. The further along in each list the more progressive the attributes become. The first three 
are common to all classes ( chhotolok, bhadralok, baralok) in Chittagong, but are emphasized 
differently. It is important for a bhadralok to establish these three, which are the most 
19 The analysis in this section is based on the lives of the twenty-three women and twenty-four men most directly involved in the research project. Of the women, 14 are Muslim, 6 are Hindu, 2 Christian and one is Buddhist; the men are 17 Muslim, 6 Hindu and one Buddhist. Some people, like Razia, will also be glimpsed in this story, providing points of contrast and flashes of light. The absence of any Christian men reflects a social dynamic in Chittagonian society. Young Christian men tend to follow their fathers into business, e.g. tourism or banking, rather than study at university then enter the civil service or NGOs. 20 An interesting comparison, based on a survey of rural people in the 1960s, can be found in Zaidi 1970: Chapter vii "Value Orientation" . Zaidi ' s respondents placed respect for age and experience in the family as their highest value. He says looking after the "family is both a religious and a social obligation"(l 970: 111 ). The respondents were Muslim and Hindu. Zaidi ' s methodology was quite different to mine - he is well placed within the tradition of quantitative social analysis in Bangladesh, and he employed a questionnaire to gather information. My own has been more qualitative, and has been based on discussion and observation, but the similarity in the results adds weight to my aggregated attributes. 
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conservative of traditional modalities, before they can demonstrate more progressive 
modalities, for example independence and humanitarianism for women, and intellectuality 
and social and political awareness for men. 21 The more conservative attributes are also 
connected with the world ghare; women's 'goodness' is almost entirely connected with their 
roles in the household. 
Bhadramahila can show they are good wives and good mothers by how they act ghare and 
baire, and by what they say. When Razia puts on her burqa to leave her apartment, walk 
down two flights of stairs, leave her apartment building, cross the street and enter another 
apartment building (about forty metres away), and at the same time enjoin her buah to 
accompany her, and when Leila uses her dupatta to cover her head when she walks in the 
street in Block B (but not necessarily elsewhere), they are showing to the neighbours who 
might be watching they are 'good women'. 'Goodness' can mean a woman who has her 
conjugal family as her primary focus, who is devoted to domestic matters, who is modest in 
her dress, and quiet in her speech, and obedient to her husband and to her mother-in-law - the 
list is long. 22 
Women in particular are aware of being observed by neighbours and family. Being inside 
one's own home, behind the curtain/parda, does not provide the privacy one might expect -
women watch others 'through the curtains'.23 Household servants carry gossip between 
households. 24 It is important, then, for women to assert their 'goodness' baire, so that family, 
friends, colleagues, and/or husband's colleagues can witness their attention to dayitto and 
their competence and to counteract negative adda. 
Leila and Jahanara, for example, talk about their decision to leave outside-employment and to 
stay at home with their children - "who need me to be at home ... "- because that is what a 
'good mother' should do. Assertions are made on meeting someone for the first time, at 
afternoon tea parties, at weddings, and will be continuous. Their reputations as 'good 
mothers' depend as much on their self-ascribed and asserted identities as on their actions. 
21 As Mines has discussed ( 1988: 1992) for other parts of South Asia, in Chittagonian bhadralok society there is considerable scope for individual achievement. 22 As discussed elsewhere, other actions that can demonstrate a woman's 'goodness ' include supervision of children's meals, of children's homework, accompanying children to and from pre-school and school, accompanying children to extra-mural activities such as art and singing classes, and, in Muslim households, by organizing a teacher of Arabic to instruct children of both sexes in the Q 'ran and hadith. In the broader domestic world, women organize and supervise domestic staff, organize and supervise domestic tasks such as cooking, cleaning and laundry. 
23 See the discussion on parda in Chapter Eight. 24 See Dickey on gossip 2000b: 476. 
178 
They establish a reputation by talking about it. Among the research group, Muslim women 
are more likely to engage in this activity than Hindu and others. It is possible in doing so a 
Muslim woman is making a base from which she can talk about other, more progressive, 
aspects of herself. 
Other Muslim bhadramahila, like Rani, Roushan, Sabina and Sonia, will rely on the evidence 
(a well-run household, well-behaved and well-nourished children) to speak for itself. Rani 
believes it is important for children to develop personal autonomy from early childhood, and, 
as discussed in Chapter Four, she and Sarwar encouraged their children to travel to school 
independently. To accompany them might be seen as 'good' in conservative bhadralok 
practice, but is not 'good' for the children's intrapsychic autonomy (expressed by Rani as 
"independence"). Sarwar said I should meet his and Rani's children to find out "what they 
think - they have their own ideas about 'life '. " Roushan and Sabina also encourage their 
children to think and act independently, and to take responsibility for their social interactions 
with adult non-family guests. 
Even when a person conforms to a conservative modality, s/he will bring a distinctive 
personal style to the demonstration. Leila, for example, demonstrates simultaneously her 
'good motherhood' and her intelligence and social awareness, in a context that she constructs 
as secular. To some extent Leila uses her 'good motherhood' as a secure base from which to 
launch opinions about national politics. Jahanara demonstrates 'good motherhood' in a 
context of the household devotion to Islam. From that base Jahanara, who is currently 
housebound with small children, is able to demand independence and respect within her 
household, where she sometimes expresses her differences of opinion with Mowdud's edicts 
and proscriptions. 
The idea of 'employment outside the home' is used by both women to demonstrate two 
apparently contradictory aspects of themselves. Leila and Jahanara both say they have left 
outside employment because that was the ' good' and 'right' thing to do - it is their dayitto - it 
is not 'good' for a mother to work. They have both made a virtue of necessity. At the same 
time they express a second point of view - the need to return to outside employment for their 
own sakes (personal development, not wasting their education, not wanting to be seen "sitting 
idle", to overcome boredom). Their expressions do not necessarily carry a contradictory 
imputation, because it is not necessary for them to choose one set of values above another for 
all time. In any case, if and when they return to work, they will not cease to be ' good ' 
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mothers, but they might rephrase what they believe constitutes the qualities of a 'good' 
mother. 
When Jahanara talks of returning to work, she is partly responding to her father's view that 
she is wasting her education "just sitting idle at home." Her husband, Mowdud, thinks she 
should wait until the younger child has begun pre-school and then return to work, but not at 
an NGO, but as a teacher in a Muslim madrasa. Leila's position is less clear-cut, but she says 
she derived self-esteem and satisfaction from her work in an NGO. Her preference now seems 
to be to work in the commercial sector - a choice perhaps reflecting her husband's recent shift 
from the NGO sector to a large public company, and the shift within their household from 
bhadralok towards baralok norms. 
Conservative Modalities 
Duty (day itto) to family 
Celebration of religious festivals: 
Eid ul Azha 
DurgaPuja 
SHOWING TRADITION 
Progressive Modalities 
Technology: 
Home (ghare) 
World ( baire) 
Mobility: 
Celebration of marriage and funeral ceremonies 
Religious devotion (mainly Muslim men) 
Connection with ancestral village (gram) 
Overseas visits and visits to Dhaka: 
Health 
Education 
Vacation Duty (day itto) to samaj (community) 
SHOWING BOTH 
Language 
Education 
Household/family structure 
Pilgrimage 
Women's outside-employment 
Clothing 
Table 1: Elements in social and religious life used by Chittagonian bhadralok to show either conservative or progressive modalities of tradition, or both. 
How people 'show' 
I tum now to the idea of showing the 'correct personage'. The importance of context is 
paramount. The world outside the home is wide and diverse, but some aspects of social 
relationships baire ( e.g. the ways in which men and boys behave in a masjid, or the ways in 
which women behave when travelling between marital and natal homes) are governed by 
conventional norms. Bhadralok across the political and religious spectrum follow bhadralok 
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dharma, i.e. the appropriate moral code. Self-aware persons, conscious of the substance-codes 
in the baire, set out into the world in a deliberate way. 
How is a 'correct personage' shown? People employ a range of behaviours, predominantly 
verbal, but including dramatic body movement. They appear to script interpersonal relations , 
often making preparations in advance of social gatherings. The preparation can include what 
is to 'be shown' - topics of conversation, personal appearance ( clothing, jewellery, facial 
· ) 25 expression . 
Preparation to leave the home is not confined to women. In the matter of dress, men are 
equally careful of what they wear outside. They also need to negotiate public spaces and 
institutions, and when they move around in the baire they are often accompanied by male kin 
or bondhu (friend). The fact that they dominate public spaces (numerically) does not mean 
they control them, as in all social situations the context shifts, and requires adaptation. 
The preparations can also be 'mental'. At CHADEP, in the first week or so of my 
employment (May 1998), all the Head Office staff were invited to the home of one of the 
senior managers. We were asked to join in the celebrations of his younger son's birthday. Rita 
drifted around the office asking people if they were "mentally prepared". At the time I 
thought she meant had I decided what clothes I might wear (having on a previous occasion 
underestimated the importance of dressing up for such occasions). Before I realized she was 
asking others, I also thought that the question was being directed to me alone, as I was an 
overseas bideshf. Not so - Rita was asking all her female colleagues. It was clear from the 
question and the context that one did not simply turn up at a party and 'go with the flow'. It is 
important to have in mind some strategy to deal with the likely tum of events. 26 At the party, 
having made suitable mental preparations, a bhadralok would engage in the kind of adda 
Chakrabarty says provides "for many a site for self-presentation, of cultivating a certain style 
of being in the eyes of others" (2001: 131 ). 
At different times in a bhadralok person's lifetime, s/he might be in conflict with 
conventional norms. A person's response can be varied and may seem inconsistent with views 
they have previously expressed, but what above all they seek to achieve is a sense of 
25During social gatherings people look into a mirror while they converse, their attention apparently directed to their reflections and how they appear. Once I observed a man sitting on the floor in front of a mirror practising facial expressions. Before going out from the home women and girls preen for a long time in front of mirrors, and also practise facial expressions. 
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personhood, which is both intelligible and practical. If, in the course of their life, they find 
that it is virtually impossible to assert self/personhood as they wish they can retreat into 
normative behaviour, review the situation, and, as Razia appears to have done over her 
lifetime, decide to conform without necessarily believing in the action. Kumar, who has 
observed the problems that can ensue from being too obviously out of step with the main 
stream (something he experiences by virtue of being Hindu, and only recently moved into an 
urban environment), told me his formula for success was: 
ICIA! I !Conform, Ignore, Adjust! 27I 
This is not to say in these circumstances bhadralok do not 'know who they are'. People can, 
and frequently do, reframe their position and re-enter the situation, either immediately or at a 
later date, or stay in place and brazen it out, hoping to cause the whole set of circumstances to 
be recast in their favour. In the latter two cases it is not simply a matter of someone adjusting 
to the context and circumstances of a social interaction, although that does occur. It is more a 
case of a bhadralok attempting to modify the context and circumstances to suit their purpose. 
Using rag to manage events 
Contra the example given above by Markus and Kitayama about Japanese people, bhadralok 
do not necessarily act as if they want to just conform. Indeed, one way people have of 
asserting themselves is through rag. 28 Interpersonal aggression (verbal and physical) is not 
uncommon. People will shift rapidly from a calm demeanour to vociferous rage once they are 
aroused. Premeditated anger is also employed and can be used to establish dominance in a 
social encounter. This happens in domestic situations, in the workplace, and on the streets. In 
public, altercations habitually attract a crowd who, by taking sides, can escalate the situation 
into a violent fight involving dozens of people. People often use rag deliberately to alter the 
flow of a social interaction so they can achieve or maintain the dominant or superior social 
position, as Yusuf did when a porter at Dhaka Railway Station aggressively demanded a 
bigger 'tip'. As the luggage was mine, I would have preferred to 'sit it out', hoping (perhaps 
in vain) the man would disembark once the train began 1noving from the station; I sat looking 
26 It was Rita, while accompanying me to Hindu shrines in Chittagong during Durga Puja in 1998, who demonstrated "the proper way to sit in a riksa" and insisted I follow her example. 27 See Chatterjee " The strategy of survival in a world that is dominated by the rich and powerful is withdrawal. Do not attempt to intervene in the world, do not engage in futile conduct, do not try to reform the world" ( 1993: 5 9). 28 
"Rag" glosses as "anger". As the word sounds like the word for a form of South Asian music, I asked Sarwar what was the difference; he replied, " They are the same word." The word seems to be applied to the action rather than to an emotion. 
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out the window. Yusuf chose otherwise and bellowed in anger; the porter bellowed back and 
the guard had to come and settle the dispute - in Yusufs favour. Rag is also used in the 
workplace to assert dominance in socially ambiguous situations or by senior management to 
reassert dominance when it has become diluted over time because of their long absences on 
business or field trips. 
Lambek and Solway point out there are characteristics of anger that are universal. It is 
"manifestly interpersonal in expression ... [it] is directed towards someone"(2001 :52, 
emphasis in original); anger is forceful in the way "it addresses others and demands 
recognition: angry people seek others to recognize, confirm, or assuage their anger"(ibid.). 
Anger is also "a (potentially) meaningful response to a particular social or existential 
context. .. and is interpreted with respect to social context"(ibid). It "has its roots in 
indignation; it is produced or incited by judgements we make about our rightful place in the 
world and our treatment at the hands of others, judgements that are grounded both in general 
social principles and values and in the histories of specific engagements we have entered 
upon" (ibid.). These factors are " ... mediated by the kind of society in which we live and our 
place within it. .. the directions in which anger can be manifest are constituted largely with 
respect to hierarchy and relative power"(53). 
They go on to say that "[a]nger entails a sense of finitude" and contrast it with rage which 
"escapes the bounds of personal and social circumspection and containment and there is no 
immediate individual or mutual understanding of what might constitute a satisfactory 
conclusion"(54). In Chittagong communal violence, and violence in the streets, often reaches 
a point of rage, but in the examples I have used above there were boundaries, except in the 
case of Yusuf and the porter. I will return to that story again. 
During fieldwork I became, as Chittagonians say, "habituated" to expressions of interpersonal 
anger, and gradually understood that people in an ascribed socially inferior position expected 
rag in their dealings with their social superiors. Jahanara, for example, said that I had the 
'right' to be angry "on her", because I was 'superior' to her (in the sense of being older and 
more experienced).29 Yusuf often pointed out it was acceptable for a person in authority to 
call a subordinate "stupid" and he flexed his vocal muscles in that regard once he started his 
new job. Calling his junior staff "stupid" might even have helped him assert his authority so 
long as the staff accepted the description. I also observed the use of the term at CHADEP. 
29 In Bangladesh, when people use English they say one is "angry on" not "angry with" another. 
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On one occasion at CHADEP, I was the recipient of rag from the CEO, who, while not 
calling me "stupid", spent a long time screaming at me for venturing an opinion on a matter 
related to my consultancy. The problem was the first monthly report I produced for CHADEP. 
The CEO was disturbed at the proposals I made for a restructuring of the Monitoring and 
Evaluation Cell; proposals based on a close reading of evaluation reports from the major 
overseas donor to CHADEP spread over the previous decade, my own observations, and 
discussions I had had with staff. He implied I had been given confidential documents, other 
than the public reports, to read. Who had given them to me? He asked repeatedly: "Who has 
been talking to you?" 
Everyone at the office that day heard his outburst, and the responses were educative. At the 
time I did not understand the CEO was probably using rag to re-assert his dominance. In fact 
I had no idea he felt I had usurped his role until much later. J ahangir said I should be grateful 
for the outburst because it was a strong indication I had made an impact on the CEO. The 
CEO was now interested in me. 
Months later, when I discussed the incident with her, Leila asked me what I had thought at the 
time. I said I felt the CEO had lost control, and I hoped he would not be embarrassed by his 
anger when he recovered his composure. Leila instructed me in the use of rag as a tool to 
control others. The CEO had not lost control at all; he was asserting control over me. 
When the porter responded to Yusuf by shouting back I was surprised. Something had gone 
wrong, and the situation began to take on the appearance of rage. I conjecture that, despite his 
appearance of' bhadralokness' (suit, tie, and mobile phone) Yusuf said, or did, 'something' 
that caused the porter to surmise Yusufs identity was not secure. 'Something' was probably 
Yusufs speech - he speaks a heavily inflected Bangla that immediately reveals to a native 
speaker that Yusuf has grown up in a village and is "not long out of the village". The porter 
was quick to exploit the ambiguity in the situation and he persisted even after the guard 
intervened on Yusuf s behalf, twice coming back to demand more money. 
On the whole, interpersonal anger is both controlled and structured. In Chittagong it is also 
'showy', loud, and effective in achieving for the angry person their desired outcome. Not 
everyone uses rag, but Muslims justify their use of it by saying they are 'hot" and therefore 
become angry quickly. Sufi.a is Muslim, but known as someone who rarely raises her voice. If 
she does, she is acknowledged as being in the 'right' regardless of her relative status in the 
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situation. One day I noticed people leaving their desks to go to another part of the building. 
"What is happening?" I asked. "We are going to watch Sufia, she is rag on Z (a director of 
CHADEP)" When we turned up there was Sufi.a agitated and angry, remonstrating loudly 
with Z, who stood and 'took it'. It was an unusual display of a bhadramahila openly asserting 
herself to a man, one who is her social superior - a rare case where a bhadramahila publicly 
took control of natai - strings of the kite. 
Showing: "I am happy; we are fine ... " 
Leila commented: "Sometime (sic) you try to flash peoples (sic) mental problems. Every 
people try to show she is happy and satisfied. But there is a gap ... "30 Leila's grasp of my 
intention in probing ("Why has N done that?") reflects more on bhadralok anxiety than on 
any desire I had to discern 'mental problems'. It is possible to read 'mental problems' too 
literally. I believe that Leila, in mentioning 'a gap', is commenting on a perception I shared 
with her that bhadralok actions often do not seem to match what I had intuited people were 
thinking and feeling. 
Sometimes, a person will pre-empt a situation by beginning a verbal interaction with an 
assertion about a topic or theme, thereby setting the agenda. 31 The assertion will often 
contradict observable behaviour and a touch of the absurd can result. The mother-in-law of 
the kidnap victim approached me one morning after the man had returned from his ordeal 
and, without preamble, announced: "I'm a housewife, and I'm happy."32 My neighbour was 
following a practice I saw often in bhadralok society; she was showing that her life was 
satisfactory and she was coping well. 33 
Adda permeates bhadralok life, for, as Chakrabarty points out, "to be good at adda (sic) [is] 
also a cultural value" (2001: 131 ). In the workplace, men and women spend a lot of time 
chatting with each other; Sarwar commented that adda in those situations is usually about 
those not present. According to Sarwar, the focus is likely to be people seen as "superior" . 
30 Personal correspondence 8May 2003. 31 Kotalova comments on a similar practice in Gameranga: "What intrigued me, however, was the ease with which my informants were ready to deconstruct the fixity of the universe they had so emphatically asserted"( 1993 :26). 32 This woman is an example of what a modest Muslim housewife should not be: she lives alone with her children and servants (her husband is a government official in Dhaka), she wears tightly-fitted, boldly coloured sarfs and no burqa. She employs a chauffeur, but sometimes drives herself, going out late at night and returning in the early hours of the morning. Neighbours say they believe she is a 'business woman ' (not necessarily a good thing to be, in contrast to the positive attribution accorded 'businessmen' ), but they do not conjecture openly about the nature of the business. 
33 See also White 1992: Ch4; Kotalova 1993: 26 . 
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"We do not feel free to talk to them, so we talk about them." Nani indicated another purpose 
for addii at the office and that it is the 'showing of happiness' in the face of problems, that is 
important. "When someone asks how we are we always say we are fine. If we told them how 
we really are we would do nothing but talk about problems. We have many problems. " 
Chittagonian bhadralok stress it is important to express/show happiness baire even when that 
does not match what is happening bhitore, and the expressions "I am fine", or in reference to 
the family "we are fine", are in common use. Bhadralok have to negotiate the gap between 
any negative feelings they might have and the social requirement to appear 'fine' (and in 
control of external influences and substance-codes) at all times when they are outside the 
ghare, or in the presence of bides hf in any setting. 
Bhadralok can demonstrate happiness, and how their lives are 'fine', through a discussion of 
their (personal or family) achievements. Overseas travel can be used to demonstrate financial 
capacity, openness to the outside world and/or religious devotion. People making the hajj 
pilgrimages 'show' religious duty, but may also use the opportunity to bring home overseas 
bideshf goods purchased at duty free shops in the Middle East. Children's achievements at 
school and at university are another way people have of demonstrating family dayitto , family 
stability (and ability to pay private school fees) and social awareness, all these are attributes 
of bhadralok 'fineness'. Announcements in the press (Bangla and English language) show 
these achieve1nents to a wider public than the family's immediate social setting: 
Pray for the safe return of XX and his family from their visit to the U.K. (or Singapore, or the U.S.A., or Mecca). 
YY, the second daughter of XX stood first in her final examinations at ZZ School. (Photo accompanies text) 
Bhadralok compulsion to appear happy/fine should be contrasted with the statements made by 
rural chhotolok to Kotalova during her fieldwork in Gameraganga (1993: Chapter 7:53 and 
passim). In one instance a woman spoke vehemently and negatively of Bangladesh, her 
community, and by implication, herself. 34 A further contrast between my experience of 
Chittagonian bhadralok and Kotalova's with rural chhotolok is borne out by her observation 
of her "increased insideness" within Gameranga society where: "What I had tended to 
experience as a split between exterior and private and between theory and practice became 
blurred and undivided in my informants ' conceptualization of life"(25). My experience living 
with bhadralok was that as my 'insideness ' increased I became more aware of a distinct ' split 
34 See also Gardner's discussion 1993: 7. 
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between exterior and private ... ' At this point I wish to discuss one kind of experience which 
helped me most to understand idiosyncratic expression of 'correct personage' in bhadralok 
society. 
The question of the questions 
Bhadralok frequently subjected me to an inquisition, even people I did not know at all 
engaged in the practice. I found myself being questioned by customers in a shop, tenants of an 
apartment building enjoying the evening cool on the roof of their building where I had also 
gone with my hosts to catch the breeze, the bank teller in a village in the Lakshmipur district 
who invited me to join him and his manager in the bank vestibule for a cup of tea! The 
questions asked went beyond the simple bridge-building gambits used between relative 
strangers; they were substantive, probing and personal. 35 Stereotypical views of overseas 
bides hf were repeatedly expressed; to the extent I am convinced that people kept up their 
questions in the hope I would give what they thought of as a 'correct' answer. 
There was close questioning about my marital status, my source of income, and my 
'happiness' as an older woman without a husband to support me. The 'happy' housewife 
mentioned above regularly accosted me as I sat 'trapped' behind the grille of the downstairs 
balcony, aggressively questioning me on aspects of my private life. She would approach, 
coming close, and without preamble begin: "Your brealifast? You eat?" "Your husband? He 
is where?" "Where is your money?" "Are you happy? "36 
Feeling pressured, and sometimes embarrassed, I would attempt to move away from a person 
who was questioning me. I found to my dismay that people presumed there was a language 
difficulty. They would tum to question, for example, Leila. She in her tum would tell me 
what people were asking and try to get the information from me. 
I observed other people being questioned aggressively - children, servants, drivers, and peons 
- but not once did I see such behaviour between equal ranking bhadralok, nor do people 
'question' their social superiors. Such questioning, where it is not a case of questions being 
asked, but of people being questioned and having their replies called into question, 
35 They candidly shared their pre-conceptions about overseas bideshf - prefacing an interrogation with assertions about 'western culture' - "you are 'mechanical'", "you do not have closefamily ties", "you do not eat rice, you eat potato eve,y day ... how many times a day do you eat potato?" The term "mechanical" can be glossed to mean 
"insensitive" and "unemotional". 
36 Leila suggested I could end the interrogation by telling the woman I was 'baralok', i.e. very rich. 
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transgresses norms governing polite interactions between social equals. 37 There was perhaps a 
specifically Chittagonian aspect to those situations. Two people, one from Dhaka and a 
Chittagonian now living in Dhaka, asked me if perhaps I found Chittagonians 'rough'. And 
some Chittagonians, in recognition of the potential offensiveness of their questions, prefaced 
them with the phrase "no offence ... " 
If I tried to ask personal questions I found on the whole they were left unacknowledged or 
responded to in such a roundabout way as to render the answer confusing. 38 Sarah White talks 
of the difficulties she encountered as she became "increasingly aware of the need for 
intuition" because what she needed to know "were not things I could ask about. .. " Reflecting 
my own experience, White also says, " [i]t is very rude to probe further and usually 
counterproductive (I tried)" ( 1992: 8). 
The need to be intuitive in social interactions had been signalled to me by one of the directors 
of CHADEP at the commencement of my employment. Arjun, in a context of orienting me 
into the organization, said: "We want you to use the third eye." The significance of the 
comment eluded me, becoming clear later in discussion with my overseas bides hf colleague. 
He had received the same advice. We concluded we were being asked to be observant and 
intuitive. Arjun was also probably suggesting that we should not ask too many questions. 
There is more than one functional component what I came to call the "question of the 
questions": questions are used to assert position interpersonally, between family and 
outsiders, and between Bangladeshi and overseas bideshf. Regarding the last pair, White 
realized people were reluctant to answer questions about difficult or 'wrong things', "not 
wanting to show their society in a bad light; a sense that such cases were 
exceptional. .. "(1992:9). 
The 'question of the questions' goes to the point of how bhadralok, in jostling for position at 
the beginning of an interpersonal interaction, will make an assertive statement to set the 
agenda. Questions could be seen as another pre-emptive gambit to gain control of the ensuing 
conversation, positioning me as socially inferior in the same way as they would a Bangladeshi 
they perceived as a social inferior. 
37 SeealsoRolt 1991 :passim; White 1992: 7-9; Gardner 1995: ' Introduction '. In theSatyajitRayfilm "Aguntul<' (1992) the male head of the household invites a close friend to his home to ' question ' a long-lost relative of his wife' s who has suddenly come to visit them. The scene developed much as many of my own interrogations by Bangladeshis; it becomes hostile and unpleasant. 38 See also: Kotalova 1993: 52, and my discussion with Leila regarding uts in Chapter Five. 
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Kotalova saw her inquisition as an attempt by the people of Gameranga to establish her 
identity. Quoting from one of her own earlier writings she says: "The community's immediate 
concern is to obtain as many clues as possible regarding the identity of the stranger then to 
locate her within the existing pattern. The ultimate concern is absorption" (1993 :28). 
Bhadralok, used to their own constant negotiation of interpersonal relations, and their 
adaptive practice of changing a story to 'fit' a different context, might possibly have been 
testing to see if that is what I would do too. Or providing an opportunity for me to recast my 
answers as they were 'absorbing' me by "locating" me within "existing patterns", or resisting 
absorption by remaining silent and non-responsive when I asked questions or made a request. 
Kotalova's conclusion does not go far enough to account for the impact questioning is having 
on the questioner. Her statement that the questioner is absorbing the bideshf obscures the fact 
s/he is simultaneously positioning the bideshf, and establishing her/his own identity. In these 
transactions the questioner is acting both as an agent on behalf of her/his society and as an 
autonomous person. As White comments: "Ultimately, the process of defining and redefining 
identities is about power"(l 992: 44). Bangladeshis, being consistent with their own 
(ethnocentric) worldview, could expect the overseas bideshfmight absorb the Bangladeshi. 
My subsequent failure to redefine my identity must have puzzled some. 
Learning to resist questions 
In Lost Innocence, Stolen Childhoods (2001 ), Blanchet devotes a chapter to middle class 
children in Dhaka. Their recorded comments on their parents' behaviour are illuminating, as 
are the ways children assert themselves, learning to live secretively, acquiring "the art of 
fabricating a correct personage"(l 62). According to Blanchet, children "realize that parents 
also tell lies. In front of their children who, they believe, should only be presented with 
'good' models, parents show themselves as they are not"(ibid.). Here is another of the 
apparently inherent contradictions that confront researchers. It might be resolved if the term 
'good' used by Blanchet were replaced with 'effective' or 'appropriate'. What bhadralok 
parents 'show' their children is how to behave baire in order to maintain family reputation, 
and the appearance of being a 'happy/fine' person. 
Bhadralok children are schooled by their parents in techniques to deal with questions. Nadiv, 
at the time only 10 years old, skillfully deflected his teacher's inquisitive comments on his 
recently acquired 'modem' haircut. "Had he gone to Y Salon (an up-market salon in the 
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fashionable part of Chittagong)?" He replied that in his Residential Area there were many 
fashionable hair salons. Yet, he had not gone to one of those. His father had taken him to a 
hairdresser at Baddarhat, the market just outside Chandgaon RI A, a much rougher locale. 39 I 
came to know of this incident because his mother used it to illustrate the way bhadralok learn 
to negotiate such situations in order to maintain self-ascribed personal and family status. I 
rarely asked Nadiv a question because he always deflected me with similar verbal parries. 40 
If, for the sake of argument, one accepts that lies are being told ( and, in the example I have 
used here, there were no actual lies as far as I could tell), can we conclude that people are 
deceived? Generally, I think not. They accept they ·are ·participants in a performance, but 
sometimes people express confusion about the purpose of behaviours displayed. Being 
accustomed to working out, or second-guessing, the motivation behind other peoples' actions 
and conversational gambits, they are puzzled when they cannot. They will ask: "Did you 
notice? What was he trying to show us?" "What did she mean by doing that?" "I was 
watching and I was thinking why is he doing that? What is he showing us?" 
During a long interview with Jahangir regarding his work history with CHADEP, he provided 
a considerable amount of detailed information. It became clear that Jahangir had been 
transferred within CHADEP many times - sometimes to another physical location, sometimes 
to another kind of work in the same location, sometimes to a new location and a new kind of 
work. I was puzzled, but made no comment. Towards the end of the interview, while I was 
checking with Jahangir that my notes of the interview were accurate, I said: "So, you have 
worked in other parts of CHADEP?" His reply caught me unawares: "Yes. Why do you think 
they did that? What were they showing me?" Apparently he felt no sense of agency in the 
matter of all the transfers, but more significantly he neither had asked why management had 
transferred him so often, nor was he able to infer from management behaviour a satisfactory 
explanation. He indicated to me he was unable to intuitively discern "what am I being told by 
that?" His obtuseness may have been feigned, and he may have felt he had no choice but to 
remain 'in the dark' , but so long as he chose to not openly challenge the situation he allowed 
himself to be manipulated by management. 
39 The term "hat" (a place of a periodic market in a rural area) indicates that once this market was in an outer, more rural, area of Chittagong. See Chandgaon Thana map in Chapter Two. 40 During the discussion with Nadiv's mother she commented that she felt the English language was inadequate for the purpose of deflecting questions and re-directing conversation; English lacked the subtleties of Bangla. 
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While Nadiv's mother and I were talking, I remembered a large poster I had seen in the home 
of a colleague. It was of the sort commonly found in all the markets in Chittagong; people 
buy them as gifts for family members. On it was a colour photograph of a solitary house in an 
idyllic setting with trees, flowers, and a stream. Across the bottom in large print, and in 
English, were the words: 
The True Purpose of Speech is to Hide Desire 
Expressing desire and handling requests 
Throughout my first visit to Chittagong one of the most frustrating aspects of social 
interactions was the way in which requests were handled. Time and again, I noticed that, what 
I construed as simple requests for information or for help were met with silence, or were 
acceded to but never fulfilled. My overseas bides hf colleague and I asked, for instance, for 
someone to accompany us on a visit to local Ethnographic Museum. Colleagues always said 
they would take us; when after a few months nothing definite was organized we took time out 
from work one morning and went unescorted. 
As no one was prepared to discuss what was blocking our request we were left to work out 
reasons for ourselves. We were inclined at first to the view that the Chittagonians were 
embarrassed about something and were acting self-protectively. That analysis proved useless 
when we examined the curious universality of the response, which extended to such simple 
matters as telling us the name of the building displayed in Bangla on the front of a building! 
Clearly, some other dynamic was occurring. Bhadralok resistance of us, and our influence, is 
one likely explanation. 
During the second visit, I realized that the content of the request is often not the issue, 
because if a request is culturally inappropriate bhadralok will often say so. It was more the 
form of the request was at fault. No matter how courteously, or circuitously, we expressed 
ourselves; we were always far too direct. In addition we fell into our own habitual cultural 
practice of asking only once or twice, and by doing that, by being so 'cut and dried', failed to 
recognize the Bengali customary use of frequent/repeated requests (rephrased or reframed) to 
achieve an outcome. 
As I became more aware of my inadequacy in this matter, I learned to express my desire to a 
bhadramahila, who would always be in a better position to communicate on my behalf than I 
ever could. Their response characteristically was "I'll manage it ... " I noticed that even when 
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requests were deftly handled, my female friends and I were often left to wait for a response, 
or for the thing it was we had requested. Was it because the request was being sourced back 
to me, and was my overseas bides hf status the cause of the procrastination? 
The fact of my foreignness was a factor, but should not cloud the issue. What is being played 
out is more related to status and power ( as already pointed out in the Preface, being an 
overseas bides hf in Bangladesh confers no privilege). Bhadralok children, chhotolok 
household servants and junior employees in an office all experience the same problems I did. 
Gender is an issue, but shared gender did not always help - not all women responded 
positively to my requests for assistance. When women did help as intermediaries, my 
indebtedness was always doubled, firstly to the man who was the source of assistance and to 
the women who communicated my desire to him. 41 A request places a person in a supplicant, 
and therefore inferior, position, leaving her/him dependent on the goodwill of the person 
being asked. That person holds the power to satisfy or frustrate. 42 
Yusuf, more than once responded to a request from me (for example, a request for assistance 
in obtaining safe transport to the airport, or to the British Council Library) using answers like: 
"I'll make a plan/program ... " or "I'll think about it." His responses I soon realized were 
intended only to satisfy the need for something to be said. They did not mean much beyond 
that. Yusuf used silence and impasse often in his dealings with me, creating a 'voidness' 
between us I had no way of bridging because I was unskilled. 
A bhadralok person (including bhadralok children) is always in a position of power over 
someone: parents over children, older siblings over younger, brothers over sisters, husbands 
over wives, mothers-in-law over daughters-in-law, teachers over students, managers over 
41 Loftsdottir discusses the power relationships that develop between researcher and research subjects. She refers to the "highly personal and interpersonal relationships" researchers can experience in the field (2002:304-305), and pays particular attention to the "dimension of gender"(306). In her conclusion she stresses the need for the researcher to be consciously aware "of the nature and texture of the relationship established in the field" (314). Loftsdottir notes that "[t]he harsh distinction of 'self and 'other' in a fieldwork situation can thus be redundant"(ibid.). Melman 's comments on the historical practice of the "reverse interview" between Muslim and non-Muslim women in the Middle East and South Asia are also relevant (1996: 457-8). 42 One woman told me that no matter what proposal she made to her husband, he always countered with an alternative. She and I were later caught up in an incident where her husband spent ages countering a simple request from me for assistance in printing some film. His counter suggestions were myriad and complicated; he accepted ' defeat' only in the face of his wife's and my good-humoured amusement. Bengali feminist and writer Begum Rokeya wrote of an incident in 1924 in which a male family member procrastinated in organizing a "ride around the town" for herself and her granddaughters, and then frustrated the women's desire to actually see the town by covering the carriage he provided with sarf, thus blocking the view- both in as well as out (Jahanl998: 30-31). In fact the man had devised a palki, see Feldman and McCarthy: "Before the burka, women could legitimately travel only by palki, which required four men to carry it. The conveyance itself was wrapped in a cloth so that a woman visiting her father was literally in a wrapped box from one place to the next" (1983: 953). 
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employees, and over any chhotolok person including household servants. Giving a person 
power, or enhancing their power, by making a direct request is usually counterproductive. 
The best way to handle desire is to disguise it, to convince the other person of the undeniable 
efficacy of the ( desired) action, in a situation where both parties operate on the well-
developed use of tacit understanding alluded to by White (1992: 8). 
When a person, especially a young person, feels thwarted s/he will begin to increase the 
pressure on the other by adding the English word "please", by taking the right hand of the 
other between their own two hands and stroking the other's hand and forearm, and by raising 
their voice. As this behaviour often occurs in public it seems the point is to shame the other 
person into acquiescence. The success of this tactic is never predictable, but everyone seems 
to acknowledge that the progressive escalation of the request demands a response. 
Desiring to be different 
What if the request is for cooperation in, or assent to, an action that in some way contravenes 
conservative norms? 
In the matter of bhadramahila, an examination of historiographic (Borthwick, Engels, 
Karlekar, Roy), ethnographic (Busby, Ewing, Kotalova, Rozario, Sharma, White), and literary 
texts (Jahan 1998, Tagore 1964 and1985) reveals that South Asian women have a long history 
of testing conservative norms, and the development of intra-psychic autonomy is well 
established. In an earlier period of Bengali history, while assertive behaviour was not 
uncommon, an assertive person (female or male) could pay a price. Chakrabarty points out, a 
person asserting her/himself: 
. . . over the claims of the joint or extended family, almost always appears in nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century Bengali literature as an embattled figure, often the subject 
of ridicule and scorn in the same Bengali fiction and essay that otherwise extolled the 
virtues of discipline and scientific rationality in personal and public lives. (1992b: 13) 
In modem times, as women in South Asian society achieve more personal freedom, the 
debate about the status of women, and about gender equity persists. In Bangladesh each 
change of government brings fresh debate about women's role and status, and when a 
conservative political party gains power, conservative elements in the society re-assert 
arguments in favour of parda, wearing the burqa, and the supremacy of the family. 
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Undaunted, progressive bhadramahila continue to test the boundaries (for themselves and in 
encouraging chhotolok women), assuming in the process responsibility for decision making. 43 
Men also test conservative norms, but do they assert themselves in the same ways as women? 
To return to the fieldwork data: the answer seems to be: not quite. Gender and class are 
defining characteristics of the location and assertion of resistance. A Chittagonian 
bhadramahila typically seeks to assert herself inside her household, in relation for example to 
her parents and older brothers and, after her marriage, to her mother-in-law or to her husband. 
The leverage points could be the desire to attend university or to travel overseas to study or to 
live away from home in another city in order to work in the first instance, or the desire for a 
separate nuclear household in the second. Bhadralok men, on the other hand, usually assured 
of a position of authority and power in the ghare, characteristically assert themselves in the 
baire.44 In all the situations I observed, bhadralok are likely to be most successful when they 
had reached a level of social maturity (married with children, seniority at work), but not 
necessarily, as in the cases described by Mines, when they were head of their own households 
(1988:577). 
Women and men both need support when they choose to assert themselves, especially in 
those cases viewed as extreme.45 A woman would customarily seek support within her natal 
household, even after marriage, or from her husband who will act as an important channel of 
communication for her to his parents and his siblings. Once it is clear to others that male 
family members support her, a woman's scope for personal assertion is generally assured. 
Any suggestion of hesitation from her father, brothers, and/or husband can rapidly bring her 
plans undone. 
Men are more likely to seek support baire among colleagues, actual and fictive kin, or from a 
mentor at university or in the workplace. That mentor would be another male. Bhadralok men 
have to choose wisely because once a relationship with a mentor is established a system of 
1nutual obligation is put in place which gives the mentor considerable power over his protege. 
At least three men at CHADEP, having sought and achieved the mentorship of the 
organization's CEO, were later forced to leave when they were perceived as a challenge to the 
CEO's authority. Others left when they realized they had no prospect for advancement 
43 Mines commenting on similar processes in South India says that "[ t]his sense of responsibility and of making conscious decisions points to the central place of self-conscious motivation" (1988 : 575). 44 Mines has pertinent comments to make on this , see his "Conclusion" 1988 : 576-577. 45 See the discussion about Bosnia's expressed desire to remain unmarried in Chapter Eight. 
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because the CEO ( and others of his proteges) was sidelining them. When they, and two senior 
women, left the organization they went to work with international NGOs where work place 
relations are easier to negotiate because advancement is more likely based on merit not 
patronage. 46 
In every instance when bhadralok wish to move from where conservative norms situate them 
to a new position, s/he will develop a case to convince those who are in a position to help. 
The argument in support of their case will be presented over a period of weeks or months. 
People say, "if I had three weeks I could convince you" or "you will not be here long enough 
for me to convince you ... " 47 To some extent the effectiveness of an argument depends less on 
the substantive merits of the case than on the perceived and acknowledged skill used in its 
construction and presentation. 
In the formal setting of the workplace such an argument is described as a 'prayer'. 48 At 
CHADEP when Randhir Das reached retirement in 2000, he 'prayed' to remain, on annual 
contracts. His 'prayer' (which was supported by senior colleagues) was heard by the CEO, 
acknowledged as worthwhile, and acceded to. To continue in employment, he needs to 
present his 'prayer' on an annual basis. According to comments made by Yusuf, who had 
been Randhir Das' colleague, his prayer would have likely contained references to ability to 
continue working, contribution to the organization, loyalty, religious minority status (a 
necessary component in the composition of the staff of an NGO in receipt of foreign 
monetary donations), and, finally, family needs. Not all bhadralok are so skilled, and in one 
instance I formed the mistaken view that cultural not personal factors were the cause. 
The psychology of the person story 
Singer comments on the separation of the psyche and ethnic background: 
46 Their situation was thereby improved, so the outcome was overall a benefit to them. 47 One of Ewing's informants, a Pakistani woman, made a similar comment about the process of trying to get her own way in the face of parental disapproval: "I will t,y to convince them but not to pressure them ... "( 1991 : 141 ). Similarly, a Malaysian Muslim man told VS Naipaul: "If you stay longer perhaps I would be able to convince you" ( 1982: 243). The same elements - time plus convincing argument - raise the question whether what is common to all three instances is Islam. 48 In criminal legal cases, a defendant seeking bail will enter a 'bail prayer', not a 'plea', to the court. See for example: 
• "HC grants Shahriyar Kabir bail for 6 months": reference to "prayed for bail". The Bangladesh Observer 20January 2002: 1; 
• "Former OC Saud sent to jail": reference to "bail prayer": 
http: //independent bangladesh.com/news/apr/ 16/ 16042003.cr.htln: 
• "Selim, Saber remanded": reference to "remand prayer": The Daily Star": http: //www.dailvstarnews.com/?002 l 0/23/n2 l 0230 l .htm; 
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People are not considered 'modem or 'traditional' in culture because of racial or even 
ethnic criteria but because of their life styles and of the artifacts they use. Psychological differences in dispositions to adapt to change and to learn new things are not 
necessarily linked to biological traits. They are accepted as observed differences in psychological adaptability. Even the most traditional-minded learn 'modem' ways if they are adaptable. (1971: 178-9) 
I spent the day with Amit and his joint family at his mother's home. After lunch Amit, his 
wife Dinu and I went to their private quarters to do some work on the Internet and for adda. 
We spent the afternoon there. 
Our adda did not flow in an uninterrupted stream. A young cousin came with his even 
younger notun bou to pay their respects to the household and they joined us for a while. Cups 
of tea - made by Dinu - and plates of fruit were brought in. The afternoon shifted between 
companionable passing of the time and serious discussion about community development 
principles, life, and Bengali culture. In the latter context I tentatively raised a question about 
X, known to all three of us, whose behaviour in respect of 'lifetime decisions' I had observed 
over a four-year period. It seemed that a lot of what X did was personally counterproductive. 
X characteristically seeks advice from friends and colleagues then habitually acts in what 
seems a perverse rejection of all the counsel proffered. As some of the situations where this 
happened could be described as cross-cultural I had wondered if X had difficulty in 
accommodating cultural difference. Was this the case, I asked Amit and Dinu? Was it 
something in Bengali culture that was preventing X from succeeding? Amit told me that he 
also had observed X behave in the way I described, and that X was known to be habituated to 
that kind of behaviour. And yes, X's actions were often personally counterproductive, but no 
it was not Bengali culture that was the problem. Amit added: "Don't always look to the 
culture [for an explanation], look at the psychology of the person." 
I understood Amit to mean that while Xis Bengali, and in most respects he acts within the 
conservative end of the spectrum of Bengali values, X's problem lies within X's psyche. 
After all, not all Bengalis make the same mistakes as X although, it was possible, according 
to Amit, what was making it worse was that X's family were "not long out of the village ... " 49 
X appears to have stepped too far outside acceptable boundaries and in the process has 
encountered the ''unyielding Bengali antipathy to individual assertion" because although 
"[ s ]elf assertion is recognized as a fact. .. there are no folktales, pithy sayings, or ritual 
49 The term "not long out of the village" can be glossed to read "not modern". People also say: "N is a simple person- not long out of the village." Sonia, when told of the incident above said that X 's behaviour sounded as if it were "individualistic" (personal communication February 2003). 
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expressions to legitimate repeated egoistic satisfaction" (Greenough 1983: 842). X, "not long 
out of the village", and too focussed on personal ambition, even when that ambition has a 
'modem' appearance, is lacking in adaptability. X has become too egocentric, too 
individualistic. Xis also personally responsible_for being ambitious and egocentric. No one, 
however, suggested that X should necessarily change. 
Amit's response was not one commonly given when I asked about someone's behaviour. On 
the whole, people made an essentialist response, e.g. "It is our history" or "that is my 
culture". It is possible that discourse based on question and answer produces essentialized or 
stereotypical statements. Comments made, not in response to a question, but in the general 
flow of conversation indicated a much stronger sense of the individual. Amit's comment 
about psychology, however, was not isolated. 
Fieldworkers employed by CHADEP often described the problems of rural chhotolok as being 
in part 'psychological". People involved in the research project produced an illustrated small 
book. It is collaboration between coastal fishing communities, a photographer and a CHADEP 
senior manager. 5° Five times in the brief introductory notes the author refers to "psychology'', 
or to "psychological factors". He says coastal fishing communities are "[s]ocially, culturally 
and psychologically ... separated from the mainstream of the population." In another place he 
notes, "minority Hindu jaladas caste not only confines it to living within a territorial boundary 
but also within a social and psychological boundary'' and "their psychological barriers/sense 
of isolation" makes it difficult for them "to consider leaving the fishing profession for 
alternative economic activities ... " The result of this is that Hindu fishers have a 
"psychological sense of insecurity vis-a-vis lack of confidence ... " Muslim fisherfolk (in the 
same region) "do not have any psychological barriers ... " (Sengupta 2001: no pagination, but 
all quotes are from the Introduction). 
Sengupta's use of the term in respect of a group of people (presumably individuals within the 
group have expressed their feelings to him) is common in the context of NGO developmental 
work in Bangladesh. I conjecture Sengupta, and his colleagues, who are consciously acting as 
agents of change, believe that psychological attributes are more malleable than social or 
cultural attributes, and that individuals can change once the psychological barriers are 
recognized, but that cultural and social barriers to change might be more enduring and 
therefore difficult to deal with. I doubt they would apply the same analysis to bhadralok 
50 It has a bi-lingual text, Bangla and English, I rely on the English version. 
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people. After all, bhadralok are particularly adept in changing their external attributes (i.e. 
baire) while resisting any suggestion that they should change bhitore. A typical bhadralok 
view might be that change in that element of a person's life is more appropriate for a 
chhotolok. 51 
In sum: personal flexibility and subtlety in social interactions are admired. Persistence is 
rewarded, stubbornness is not. Single-minded determination to proceed in a chosen, 
unacceptable pathway ("I'll go ahead and do it whether you agree or not") will be doomed. 
When a person is referred to as 'individualistic', or, as we saw earlier in this chapter as 'free', 
the speaker is implying the person has not absorbed the appropriate codes of bhadralok 
honour. The comment carries social opprobrium, but is it one that has an enduring effect? Is it 
one that necessarily prevents people, in particular bhadramahila, from continuing in their 
resistance to norms? 
The process is lifelong; a lifetime of experience leading to increased self-esteem and self 
confidence (i.e. strong intra-psychic autonomy) and creates presumably more refinements in 
self-awareness especially as a person passes from adolescence to adulthood, acquiring ever 
greater skills in adapting to a context. Chittagonian bhadralok value personal characteristics 
of fluidity, adaptability, and an ability to behave appropriately in social interactions. As 
dividuals managing the flow of substance-codes, they strive to maintain equilibrium between 
the elements in their personal bhitore-baire. The site in which these matters are most often 
resolved is the household. In the household (ghare), bhadralok, in particular bhadramahila, 
establish the basis for appropriate behaviour in the world (baire). 
51 The field of study in cross-cultural psychology is large. I have read across the field with interest and gained valuable insights. What I have learned has also brought home how highly specialized the field is, especially vis-a.-vis the work being undertaken by psychologists (see Goleman 2003, Kashima 2000, Kim et al 2000, Marsella et al 2000). McCrae's review article was particularly useful. He acknowledges Singer's contribution to the field (2000: 11). The work of anthropologists such as Busby, Daniel, Ewing, McHugh, Sokefeld, and Mines, inter alia has been formative in my understanding of issues brought up by participants in the research project. I might never have ventured even as far as I have into the cross-over between anthropology and psychology if the people I worked with had not themselves raised issues of intention, motivation, emotional response, and the ''psychology of the person". 
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Seven: "Please come to my home, meet my wife, my children": ghare-baire in Chittagong 
"If you could come to my home, then you would see [how my husband and my mother-in-law support me in my job]." (Sufia, many times until I finally did go 'to see', Chittagong 2001-2002.) 
"Up till now Bimala was my house-made Bimala, the product of the confined space and the daily routine of small duties. "(Nikhil, the modernizing husband describing his wife in Rabindranath Tagore's novel Ghare Baire 1985: 41). 
Positioning and protecting the bhadralok household (ghare) are activities undertaken by its 
members, collectively or as individuals. Sometimes the activity is taken coincidentally as part 
of quotidian contact with the baire; influences, i.e. substance-codes, flow from the baire into 
the ghare. Activities are structured, well-organized, and designed to demonstrate family 
honour, family prestige and status with the overall effect of maintaining a good reputation, i.e. 
how the family is 'seen' and known in its samaj. Bhadralok negotiate to maintain the balance 
between competing interests, e.g. self, family, and employer, and employ the conceptual pair 
ghare-baire to manage the process. In quotidian life the pair is actual as well as conceptual. 
Ghare 
Chatterjee, in describing the social reforms of Bengali society in the British colonial period, 
creates a picture of the idealized household that emerged from the debates of the time 
(1989:624). The reforms were based on the notion that the world (baire) is the external 
domain of the material while "the home represents one's spiritual sense of one's identity" 
(ibid.). Here, I examine the idealized home, i.e. the ghare. 
Relationships within the ghare, and between households, are all managed along kinship lines. 
Kinship is so elemental that Bangladeshis use fictive kinship as a means of managing 
relationships between non-kin in the baire (see below in this chapter). The major 
preoccupation of bhadralok is, however, not so much with the nuances and subtleties of 
relationships of kinship as with the nuances and subtleties of relationships between the ghare 
and the baire, and my attention here will be focussed on that aspect of bhadralok social 
relations. The analysis, nonetheless, has benefited from the field of kinship studies in South 
Asian/Bengali society1 and from the work of Aziz 1979, 1985, and Kotalova 1993 that have 
1 See Beech 1982, Busby 1997a, Daniel 1984, Dumont 1980, Fruzzetti 1982, Harlan and Courtney 1995, Hussain and Smith 1999, Inden 1976, Inden and Nicholas 1977, Khare 1976, Kolenda 1968, Lindenbaum 1981, Marriott 1968, 1976, McGilvray 1982, Nicholas 1995,Ostor 1984, Roy I 992, Sharma 1978, Singer 1968, 1972, Singer and Cohn 1968, Vatuk 1982, Zaidi 1970. 
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dealt comprehensively with kinship structural relationships in rural Bangladesh. From time to 
time I draw explicitly on those studies. 
Prindle, referring to Chittagonian bhadralok Muslim families observes, "[k]inship and family 
organization for Hindu and Muslim Bengalis are quite similar. These domains can be seen as 
part of 'Bengali custom', which, though influenced by the Hindus, is also acceptable to the 
Muslims"(l988:271:fn8). What I observed could be defined as 'Bengali' custom also. 
The fundamental social unit in bhadralok society is the household, which is located in the 
ghare. In Chittagong bhadralok life is diverse from the points of view of household structure 
and size, role and status of women, child rearing practices, and ambitions for children's 
futures, and finally openness to baire. Despite the actual heterogeneity of practices in 
quotidian life, an idealized abstraction of household structures and family life exists in 
bhadralok discourse, and is the opening point in the following analysis. 
Ideally, and certainly historically2, bhadralok families lived in joint households with up to 
four generations clustered 'under one roof. Kolenda describes twelve categories of household 
in South Asia. She restricts the use of 'joint' to a household "only if it includes two or more 
related couples"(Kolenda 1968: 146). A nuclear household is one with "a couple with or 
without children"(ibid.) whereas a "lineal joint family [comprises]: two couples between 
whom there is a lineal link, usually between parents and married son, sometimes between 
parents and married daughter"( 14 7). While the categories are clear and succinct, they pose a 
problem for this study because of their implied static quality, but it is possible to use 
Kolenda's description of nuclear and lineal joint in some instances. For the idealized3 
household described below, her description of "supplemented collateral joint family" fits best: 
"two or more married couples between whom there is sibling bond - usually brother-brother -
plus unmarried children plus unmarried, divorced, or widowed relatives"( 146). 4 
Singer, referring to studies by Desai and others, says these challenge: 
... the thesis of a linear transformation of the joint family into a nuclear family under the influences of urbanization and industrialization ... 'Jointness' in these studies becomes a complex, multidimensional thing including common residence and meals, common worship, common property, and the 
maintenance of kin ties even among separated households. (1968: 425) 
2 See Borthwick 1980; Engels 1996; Jahan 1988; Karlekar 1991; Roy 1992; Rabindranath Tagore 1964 & 1985. 3 
"Idealized" in the sense that it is the household form Chittagonian bhadralok refer to as being the most traditional and the one most likely to separate them as a society from so-called 'western' models. In other words it is the form they see as ideally representing their cultural values. 4 Other commentators define this as an 'extended family'. See Kakar's comments 1987: 113-114. 
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Such a description reflects the reality of most households visited during this study; likewise 
field experience supports Singer's thesis that, even though there have been" .. . striking 
changes within three generations in residential, occupational, educational and social mobility, 
as well as patterns of ritual observance, these changes have not transformed traditional joint 
family structures into isolated nuclear families"( 444). 
In Chittagong, most bhadralok residences are within apartment blocks. 5 Residences are 
usually contained behind a high wall. Between the outside entrance from the street and the 
front door, an open area provides a space for a garden/household recreation area and a place 
for hanging laundry to dry. Another space, more private, might exist if the residence is built 
around an open courtyard.6 The boundary to the ghare is usually the two front doors of an 
apartment residence or the boundary fence of a freestanding residence. 
All apartment buildings use the flat roof space - a chawkidar might live there, subterranean 
water for household use is pumped up and stored in large tanks connected to the households, 
some households make a garden there, and laundry is hung out to dry. One of the compelling 
images I formed was of a woman standing at sunset on the roof of her building, standing and 
looking out, moving slowly to another spot, standing and once more looking out. In late 
summer men and boys fly kites from the roof. 
5 Bhadralok Bangladeshis customarily refer to their home as a "residence", using the English word. 6 See Beech 's description of houses and apartments in West Bengal (1982: 112-113) also Dickey 2000b, on 
middle-class Hindu and Christian households in South India. Dickey devotes one section to a discussion of 'inside and outside spaces': 469-473. For a comparison, especially in respect of the opposition between the home and 
outside, and the living-room as a 'room of display ' in Norwegian households, see Marianne Gullestad 1993: 134-138. Thornton & Fricke's Review Article: 1987 also has some valuable comparative data from the perspective of the 'West', China and South Asia. 
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Figure 12: apartment building in Block B, Chandgaon Residential Area 
The conventional internal arrangements of an idealized household can be seen in 'old' 
Chittagong and in the mofussil, but patterns are retained in modem buildings. Residences are 
built with two entrances, the doors sometimes adjoining, one leading to a public area where 
members of the household formally entertain visitors (non-family) and another that leads to 
the inner part of the building. Replicating traditional Hindu architecture and household 
management, the innermost part of the residence is the kitchen, a realm dominated by women, 
and the part of all the residences visited in this project ( a total of forty-eight) that is most 
conservative in terms of technology and practice.7 
The cook prepares food squatting on the floor. Cutting and slicing are carried out using a 
large fixed blade that stands on the floor; food is brought across the blade towards the person. 
Other tasks (pounding spices, preparing unleavened dough) are also carried out from the 
squatting position. There were two exceptions to the conservative use of technology- in the 
residence of a much-travelled household where the cooking was done on an imported electric 
cooker and another where a well-to-do family used an electric cooker for special occasions. I 
shall return to the kitchen later in this chapter. 
Within the ideal household each conjugal group has separate living quarters consisting of a 
large bedroom (serviced by an en-suite bathroom) used as a sitting room and study during the 
day. Bedrooms are separated from the public area of the formal sitting room, but usually 
accessible from there and guests are often taken after a meal to join the household members in 
their bedroom. Some families have a television, telephone, and computer in the bedroom. 
202 
The dining-room, another liminal area sometimes entered by guests, is where the whole 
household will eat together on formal occasions, congregate to eat iftar at the end of each day 
during Ramjan, and for the evening meal. At other mealtimes (breakfast, lunch) individuals 
might eat at this table, or in their bedroom, or in the kitchen.8 The dining-room and the formal 
sitting room will, on the whole, be furnished with good quality items including glass-fronted 
cabinets for the display of 'show pieces' (souvenirs of travel, family heirlooms, china and 
silver, and collectibles). Furniture (tables, chairs, sofas, armchairs), which can be 
commissioned from local furniture manufacturers, is made of timber. Settings are heavy and 
formal - straight-backed chairs - and large, filling the room. Dark fabrics are used for 
upholstery, but hand-embroidered antimacassars on chair backs and arms sometimes lighten 
the effect. A further, unintended, contrast is provided by the refrigerator, which stands in a 
comer in the dining room, and a small wash basin/tap to be used to wash the hands before 
eating, in another. Mirrors, calendars and clocks are ubiquitous. Families who are socially and 
economically upwardly mobile, and who have little in the way of consumer goods, usually 
buy first a refrigerator and then a television, as surplus funds become available. The next item 
is likely to be a telephone. 
The day begins at different times depending on the age and dayitto of the habitants. As masjid 
are scattered throughout the whole of Chittagong, it is likely that all families, Muslim or not, 
will be woken by the call to prayer. Household servants will rise to prepare breakfast, and the 
devout will rise to pray. When a household has members going to school, to university, or to 
outside employment, they will also rise early to bathe. In winter, servants will have prepared 
hot water (gorom pani) so that household members can have a warm bath. 
Breakfast consists of one or all of the following: rice, meat or fish, roti (unleavened bread, 
cooked fresh each morning), toast (shop-bought sliced white bread), eggs, tea. Sometimes 
those women who work at home, but not outside, eat a leisurely breakfast as in the Hindu 
household described by R S Khare, " ... making that period an occasion for leisurely gossip 
and relaxation" (1976:83). 
Rank in the ghare 
Middle class South Indians make comments revealing they share with Chittagonian 
bhadralok an understanding that the boundary between ghare and baire is permeable and 
7 See also Beech 1982: 113. 
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needs to be protected in order to maintain the separation. Dickey points out the work of 
household members in "shoring up these boundaries" helps define the domestic realm as 
"identified with class" (2000:473). She reports that urban middle-class South Indians, while 
fearing the incorporation of servants into the household, "understand that domestic service is 
necessary to ensure the status and continuation of their homes; once servants have been 
allowed to enter and exit, the only means of minimizing the danger of their crossings [i.e. 
from baire to ghare and back] is to control their move1nents while they are inside the 
household" (ibid.). In bhadralok households, members of the family sit, household servants 
stand; family members drink from conventional teacups, servants drink from demitasse cups, 
and are offered smaller serves of food from what is left over from the family meals.9 
In Chittagong, when the day's work begins again, household servants perform tasks under the 
supervision of the women of the family and sometimes with their cooperation, e.g. food 
preparation might be shared, and a bhadramahila might help with the laundry. 10 In many 
households the bhadramahila who is the female head will actually follow the buah (servant) 
fro1n room to room to observe work is done properly and that nothing is stolen. 
In others, no servants are employed within the residence, ( although a chawkidar and a 
chauffeur might be employed outside), and all domestic tasks are carried out by family 
members. The differential factor is neither religion nor economy, but is usually family choice, 
females dominating the decision. In households where servants are not employed, 
bhadramahila exert control over who enters the ghare by denying access to chhotolok. 
Rank and hierarchy based on seniority dominate the structure of social relations within the 
ghare, and that world is also gendered. Within the ghare female and male members are 
socialized into appropriate gender roles, and into social status roles (Kakar 1987:Chapter IV.) 
Table Two illustrates: 
8 People frequently eat alone at those times. 9 Gardner refers to similar distinctions made among the people in the north of Bangladesh: chhotolok are served food on "tin plates" which are stored separately from family crockery (1995: 142). For the relative differences in the use of household spaces between the householders and household servants see Dickey 2000b: 479 10 Apart from preparation of meals for the rest of the day and the laundry, other tasks will typically also include sweeping and wet-mopping of floors. It is quite easy to work out which bhadramahila work alongside their buah -the evidence is in their hands, whether they show signs of manual labour or not is obvious. Once at Eid ul Azha in Dhaka (1998) I sat in the customer waiting-lounge of the ANZ-Grindley's Bank in Dhanmondi next to a bhadramahila and her adolescent daughter. I admired the mehedi (henna) designs on the girl's hands, and she began a tale of woe about how it was difficult to keep the alpana (designs) for longer than a couple of days. At holidays like Eid_ ul _ Azha all the household servants took leave to visit their villages. As a result she and her mother had to do all the washing-up and household laundry (which is done by hand in most households), and that meant her hands were getting wet and the alpana were fading. 
204 
Ghare 
Women Men 
Father's house Husband's house Father's house 
• Daughter 
• Son 
• Grand-daughter 
• Grand-son 
• Sister/ cousin 
• Brother/ cousin 
• Sister in law • Brother in law 
• Aunt/Fz 
• Husband (at about age 27+ to ±35 years) 
• Wife* (at about age Father* • 20+ to ±30 years) 
• Uncle 
• Daughter in law Father in law • 
• Sister in law 
• Mother* 
• Grandfather* 
• Aunt Widower • 
• Mother in law* 
• Retiree* 
• Grandmother 
• Widow* 
Baire 
Women Men 
Father's house Husband's house Father's house 
• Student 
• Student 
• Worker 
• Worker 
• Visitor 
• Visitor 
• Shopper 
• Shopper 
• Student 
• Worshipper at masjid 
• Worker 
• Visitor After Grandfather, widower, retiree: 
• Supervisor of children 
• Supervisor of children to school etc to school etc 
• Shopper 
Table 2: representing the relationships, roles, and the shifts in status, a person (ego) experiences 
ghare and baire: *indicates a shift in status. 
Men, who in the traditional ghare live in the one household for the whole of their lives, are 
always the people with ultimate authority. From childhood sons are more pampered than 
daughters. 11 Ultimately, when their fathers die sons take on the role of 'formal head of the 
household', a position they might also assert when their fathers reach the statutory retirement 
age. 
Between childhood and adulthood, males move slowly, but inexorably, up through the social 
ranking in the ghare, assuming more authority as they do. Boys as young as ten years direct 
their mothers and check on their movements in the baire by asking direct questions: "Where 
11 For the effects of child sex preference on fertility, see Chowdhury and Bairagi 1990, and Aziz 1989:55-73. 
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did you go today?" "What time did you leave the residence?" "When did you return?" 12 As 
they grow older they gradually leave the domestic world of women and attach themselves to 
older males (father, brothers, and cousins) who are already moving freely in the baire. The 
bajar at night, for example, is an almost totally male domain. Between late adolescence and 
the time of their marriage (at around 30+ years) bhadralokmales lead what seems a charmed 
life. Free to move wherever they like, and with the good companionship of their bondhu 
(male friends) they are everywhere throughout Chittagong. You can see them walking hand-
in-hand along the street, sitting in riksa and 'baby-taksis', as passengers on micro-buses, in 
tea-houses in the bajar, in Internet cafes, in the British Council Library. They use the open 
spaces to play cricket and soccer, and drop in on friends to listen to music and to watch TV. 13 
Women grow up knowing it is likely they will leave their natal homes in adulthood. 
Bhadramahila return to their father's home after the birth of a child to be with their mothers 
for a short period of up to three months, and Hindu women return at the time of Durga Puja, 
an annual festival celebrating the return of the Goddess Durga to her father's house. 14 
Christian and Buddhist women appear to have a more flexible arrangement after marriage 
than Hindus and Muslims, and in two cases bhadramahila live in their natal households after 
marriage. Cases where non-Muslims marry Muslims (male or female) indicate that Islamic 
practices generally prevail and the separation from the natal home can become complete and 
irreversible for the non-Muslim partner. 
If a woman marries a younger son, she might never reach any formal authority in his 
household. If she achieves rank because a younger son marries before an older brother, her 
status will shift downwards once the older brother marries. The younger man, as a son of the 
household, always maintains a modicum of authority. In all cases people are treated as 
achieving full adulthood only after their children are born. 
Even though the norms are unambiguous, the first few months after marriage are often spent 
in negotiating the forms that will be actually followed. One area that appears particularly 
contentious is the one surrounding the bride's attachment to her new household and 
12 The status implications of questions are discussed in more detail in Chapter Six. 13 In 2001 a new activity presented itself- young men driving around residential areas, ' showing off. 14 Ghosh says: " In a sense, the figure ofDurga represents the yearnings of young Bengali brides of yore, pining to return to their natal families and be free from the stifling constraints of their affinal homes" (2000:294). 
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disengagement from her natal household. If a no tun bou (new bride) tests the norms too 
obviously, she will receive little support or sympathy from within her husband's household. 15 
At the time she joins her affines a notun bou is the least authoritative person in that 
household. Her situation changes slowly over time: i) when her sisters-in-law leave to join 
their husbands; ii) when she becomes a mother; iii) and then on the death of her husband's 
father when her husband achieves 'head of household' status and hers is enhanced because 
she is married to him; iv) the wife/mother loses status again (but may still retain considerable 
authority) when her husband dies. 16 
Position within the household is demonstrated in two distinct spheres: in family decision 
making arrangements, and in quotidian domestic matters, including mealtime arrangements. 
The first of these is subject to gender and superior age factors and dominated by males and 
senior females. This is an area where idealized norms have been subject to resistance and 
reform over the last century to produce great diversity; I discuss this further below and again 
in Chapter Eight. 
In the second, the superior ranking given to males means all domestic tasks are organized 
around male requirements. They are fed first; the females do not eat until all the males, 
including male children, have eaten. Women either stand behind the males at the table to 
serve, to monitor needs and, in the case of children to literally 'hand feed', or they sit on low 
stools between the table and the kitchen waiting to be of service. When dinner is taken as late 
as 11 :00pm, which is often the case, this can mean women might not eat until midnight. The 
one exception to this rule will occur in Muslim households at the time of the iftar meal during 
Ramjan. At that time all the prepared food (including dessert, sweetmeats, and fruit) is 
brought to the table and set out there within reach of the family members who sit together to 
eat. 
Greenough notes "[ c ]ooked rice is, in the Bengali view, the best of all sources of 
nourish1nent" (1983 :838).Three times each day rice is eaten. 17 Beech comments, "In Bengali 
15 I shall come back to this in more detail in Chapter Eight. 16 Kotalova comments, a "feature of agnation in Bangladesh is that marriage (as the principle form of gender relatedness and the mark of adulthood, i.e. completeness), means spatial and social continuity for a man but transformation for a woman"( 1993: 16). Kotalova also stresses, "[a] t marriage a woman's sense of belonging is divided between father's and husband's home. She retains a double membership in, and a degree of distance from, both. She does not quite belong to either the father's or the husband's patriline"(l6-l 7). 17 Again, the notable exception is the food prepared for iftar where pulses replace rice, a reflection perhaps of Middle Eastern influence on Bengali Islamic practices. 
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culture as in many cultures, eating is sometimes used as a metaphor for sexual intercourse. 
Rice is a frequently used symbol for semen or seed ... "(1982: en7: 135). It is beyond the 
scope of this discussion to elaborate on Beech's point, but the primacy of rice as a staple, 
referred to by Greenough as the "premier demonstration of indulgence"(l 983: 848) and as a 
symbol of female service to males (an example of substance-code exchange/absorption: men 
buy rice and women prepare it) is remarkable in bhadralok homes. 
During my visit to Kumar's household in Cox's Bazar, Kumar, Binodini (his wife), and I 
arrived home at midnight from visiting friends. Kumar's mother had been told where we were 
going, and must surely have observed Binodini prepare a dish of savoury rice to take with us 
to the household we were visiting. On our return, we found to our embarrassment that 
Kumar's mother and their servant had waited for us before eating dinner. Even at midnight 
Kumar's mother would not eat until she had served her son his rice. 
J ahanara observed that the men in her family enjoyed going out to a restaurant to eat overseas 
bides hf food, "but they always come home for their rice." In March 2002, Yusuf and Leila 
and their two children arrived home late one night from a ten-day visit to Singapore. After 
struggling to bring in the suitcases, the next thing Leila did was to cook rice for Yusuf, saying 
"Amar dayitto (this is my duty)." They had been in another Asian country, where rice is also a 
staple, and presumably they had been able to obtain it there. I conjecture the pressure to eat 
rice as soon as they arrived home was related to a need to consume the produce of their own 
desh. 18 As they had already spent a day and a night in transit at Leila's brother's residence in 
Dhaka, it seems it might have been necessary to eat the food of their own household - bought 
by Yusuf and prepared by Leila. 
I believe Jahanara, and Leila, and Kumar 's mother, prepare rice for ' their men' because they 
want to. It is one way they have of reaffirming the primacy of the ghare and of the household 
activities that maintain family social relationships . In all three cases, women assert their 
control over the preparation and presentation of rice to male household members. The women 
deny their own comfort in order to emphasize their dayitto as nurturers. 19 
Kumar ' s mother could also be seen as re-asserting herself in the household. Since the death of 
Kumar ' s father a year earlier her status in the household gradually diminished as Kumar 's 
18 See Gardner 1993 : 6. Daniel also talks about the food of one's country, see 1996: Chapter 1. Leila's aunt (mother' s sister) cried and cried, because when her son rang her from overseas where he was a post-graduate student, he told her: "Ma, I haven 't eaten rice f or twelve days." 
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wife assumed more authority as the wife of the male 'head of household'. Kumar's mother is 
never likely to be 'female head' ever again, but her former position, her relationship with her 
son, and her life experience combine to imbue her actions with power. Binodini, who on the 
whole enjoys an amicable relationship with Kumar's mother, can only maintain authority by 
tacitly acknowledging her mother-in-law's power. On the night in question she certainly 
received from her a powerful lesson in how to mange and control social relationships in her 
household. 
The product of the confined spaces 
Following Chatterjee's depiction of ghare and baire as separated into two domains, one 
female (ghare), the other male (baire), (1989:624) I come now to a discussion of 
bhadramahila in the ghare and begin with the normative household. 
A conservative bhadramahila is much as Tagore's modernizing husband described his wife 
Bimala: " ... house-made ... the product of the confined spaces and the daily routine of small 
duties" (Tagore 1985: 41).20 In more conventional households, where formal interpersonal 
relationship structures have changed only minimally over the last fifty years or so, a 
bhadramahila will have little direct contact with the baire. Her experience of it will be 
limited to what she has learned at school and/or university before her marriage, what she can 
learn from addii, newspapers and television. Over the course of her marriage she might have 
to rely more and more on stereotypes, and unmediated (and uncheckable) information derived 
from the stories brought home by her husband, and her husband's younger brother, and her 
children. The idea that she might go outside to check for herself is unthinkable. Her views on 
national politics, international events, natural disasters, even the cricket, will be those of her 
husband and father-in-law and her school/university-aged children. She will watch from 
behind the grille of the balcony and see a street world below her. Hawkers21 and beggars will 
come to her door and be dealt with by household servants, or the children of the family. When 
she does leave her residence she will always be accompanied, and, if she is a Muslim, she will 
b - 22 wear urqa. 
19 See White 1988: 50 and 139. 20 A more detailed discussion of pardti can be found in Chapter Eight. 21 One such, a vegetable seller, had set himself up with a tray connected to his bicycle. On the side of the tray he had painted in English the slogan: Hand to Hand Fresh Runner Fruit and Vegetables 221n fact, in her grandmother 's time, the introduction of burqti was a great liberation, freeing her grandmother from the more restrictive aspects ofpardti such as thepalki (Feldman and McCarthy 1983:953). 
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Sharma points out that household work does not necessarily mean "housework 
alone"(l 986: 1 ), and continues, " ... there are many other kinds of work which must be done if 
the household is to maintain itself and prosper. .. "(ibid.). During the day, Chittagonian 
bhadramahila will talk to their mothers, sisters, and sister-cousins, by telephone, sharing 
secrets and problems, discussing details of family weddings and helping in their organization, 
fabricating a dream world of colour-coded sarf and salwar kameez, elaborate gold jewellery, 
and rich food stuffs to be served, to sometimes thousands of guests, at one of the 'marriage 
gardens' in Chittagong. She will advise her brothers on the appropriate sarf they should 
purchase for their notun bou, and wait for reports from her father and brother on their 
shopping trips to purchase the bridal sarf. On a more mundane level she might advise her 
husband on the household shopping requirements, for only in exceptional circumstances will 
she go to the bajar herself. She would say, even though she could ask her servant to 
accompany her to the Kazir Dewry Kancha Bazar - also known as Aja/Apa Market, older 
sister or ladies' market - she does not go in the interests of the household economy. The 
goods there, while being of high quality, are too expensive.23 
Sitting idle 
Once the early morning domestic tasks are completed, housebound bhadramahila spend the 
rest of their day waiting - waiting for children to finish their day at school, waiting for 
children to finish their extra-mural activities, waiting for their husband to come home from 
work. 
"Sitting idle" is an expression frequently used by Chittagonian bhadralok. It is multi-layered 
in meaning and is used, for example, either to condemn women who are not obviously 
employed in some productive activity at home (e.g. embroidery), or those who having 
received a university education choose to remain at home rather than seek outside 
employment, and have to endure the stereotypical view, expressed by their fathers, brothers, 
husbands and sons (and sometimes the women of the husband's family), that they spend a lot 
of their day "wasting time". A boy ( aged ten years) demanded his mother fetch him a glass of 
water, because she was "sitting idle". His mother remonstrated with him, saying his tone was 
"offensive" (she used the English word in a flow of Bangla), then she rose from the table and 
fetched the water. On the other hand, the expression is used sympathetically about people 
23 Amin and Lloyd, quoting from official Bangladeshi and Egyptian household surveys in 1996-97, state, "[ e ]ven in urban Bangladesh only 27percent of women report being able to go out shopping alone . .. ". The comparative figure for urban Egyptian women was 78percent (2002: 287). 
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who are employed outside the home, but are forced to "sit idle" because cuts in funding have 
affected their NGO's capacity to continue programmes.24 
In the afternoon, after everyone has had a rest, a young wife will sit on the balcony with her 
mother-in-law and watch her embroider a kanthi25 for a younger brother-in-law's new wife, 
and watch her children play in the courtyard, watching them gossip with the chawkidar, 
hoping they will bring home good adda. She will also be watchful that her children do not 
stray beyond the boundary of the residence, fearing negative influences from the baire; 
children from other families might be rough. A mother's role is to guard her children and to 
educate them into acceptable bhadralok dharma ( conventional rules of moral conduct). A 
bhadramahila 's chief role, then, is in maintaining the social relationships of the household in 
accordance with dharma; a man's is more related to providing and managing the economic 
aspects of household relationships with the world outside.26 
In large joint households women have more scope to work outside the home because older 
females (mother-in-law, senior sisters-in-law) and husband's grandparents, assisted by 
household servants, are there to provide essential childcare. A woman's decision to work 
outside the home would never be unilateral. She would have always to rely on the approval of 
her 1nother-in-law and the support of her father-in-law and her husband. The personal reasons 
she might have (wasting her education; boredom at home; de-skilling) would have to be 
balanced against questions of family prestige, because in Chittagonian bhadralok society 
people would be quick to judge. Judgements would not be necessarily expressed openly, 
because women have absorbed the message through their socialization, they told me "I know 
what people will say."27 
24 See the discussion in Chapter Six about the way some bhadramahila see a return to outside employment as a sign of their 'goodness . The use of the expression "sitting idle" is not limited to bhadralok households. Urban chhotolok adults, interviewed by Emily Delap for her study of child labour, also referred to the problem of idleness. Delap concludes, "concerns about idleness are linked to fears of deviancy" (2001 : 19). Her data reveals chhotolok parents were especially worried about 'idle' sons. In Dhaka slums children (girls and boys) are sent to school to avoid idleness when there is no paid employment available (ibid.). 25 A kanthi is a hand-embroidered cloth, in this case referring to a quilt made by mothers for daughters and sons some time before their marriage. 
26 See Beech on "Symbolic Representations of the Domestic realm" in Calcutta 1982: 111-116. 27 This story implicitly supports Greenough 's analysis of the korta (literally: "doer") role in Bengali family units . The korta (or master) "is granted control over all members of the family and corporate interests. Generally, the korta is an older married male admitted by all members to be fitted to perform korta functions , but the role need not be filled by the oldest male in the family, nor even by a male. (In the absence of a suitable male, a woman will assume the role, and then she is called the kortri.) Ordinarily the male korta is distinct from the roles of father and husband, because in complex Uoint or extended) families, which have more than one father-husband and perhaps more than one household, there is only the single korta"( 1980: 225-226). Greenough is drawing on Inden and Nicholas (1977). I do not recall hearing the terms "korta " and "kortri " being used, but the descriptions, without exception, fit with fieldwork observations. 
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It is possible that even in less conventional households women will be subject to the authority 
of their husband's parents. Jahangir said his wife might return to work as a solicitor if his 
father approved, re-inforcing the idea of the conventional patriarchy. This case was notable 
for a number of reasons: Jahangir's family is distinctly secular (e.g. they do not always keep 
the fast during Ramjan), and Jahangir is suspicious of what he refers to as 'superstition' (i.e. 
traditional Bengali folk practices such as the placing of ash on a baby's forehead to protect it 
from unwanted outside influences). Jahangir's marriage was not arranged, he and his wife 
have a 'love match', but it was 'settled' (approved by both families); Jahangir's father is a 
widower, his mother having died when he and his siblings were adolescents; Jahangir and his 
wife and their children live in a nuclear household in Chittagong, while his father lives with 
his older son and family in Dhaka. 
Beyond the ideal: the reality 
How simple if norms were acted out in each and every household in the same way! The 
reality is that the 'idealized' household described so far is a compilation constructed from 
fieldwork observations, literary, historiographic, and ethnographic texts, assertions of 
Chittagonian bhadralok, and an imaginative configuration of all the above.28 
Feldman speaks of the problem created when households are idealized in such a way. She 
maintains that scholars need to explore "the range and diverse capacities of varied sites of 
social (re )production whether of food and other social goods, of subjectivities and identities, 
or of collectivities based on kin, gender, generation, or shared interests" (2001: 1106). Such an 
exploration "would challenge an understanding of households as predetermined institutional 
sites, historicize analyses of sites of social reproduction, and recognize the house/hold as a 
contingent institutional arrangement, as both a location and a collectivity that is historically 
reproduced" (ibid.). 29 
Among the bhadralok I met, not one household fitted the idealized description exactly, and 
the only perceptible common pattern was the desire to keep ghare-baire separate and to 
maintain the 'good' reputation of the family. Appearances can deceive. Hindu households 
might appear more informal than Muslim ones - furniture less rigidly organized, with sofas 
28 Kakar notes: "As in any other institution, there is a good deal of discrepancy between the traditional model of social relations within the extended family and the actual everyday politics of family life. The informal organization ... may deviate considerably from the normative pattern. Moreover, individual differences in personality, temperament and ability ... invariably modify the traditional blueprint" (1987: 118). 
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and large cushions spread out for relaxed lounging, modem paintings on the walls, ceramic 
and terracotta pots with plants placed indoors, handcrafted dining ware, and much more 
colour. In all but one of the bhadralok Hindu households I visited, women observed the 
separation of males and females at mealtimes, exactly as it happened in the 'idealized' 
household. The Hindu families, with the same exception, were joint not nuclear. They were 
more likely to have a history of university-educated women (going back at least two 
generations) and up to four generations of political activism. 
Even when a researcher believes she has 'hit on' a fundamental difference between Hindu and 
Muslim families, as if they could be fitted into categories of 'more conservative' or 'more 
progressive', a visit to a Muslim household, nuclear but in close proximity to other family 
residences, reveals internal arrangements that match the Hindu household visited on a 
previous day.30 The exception is that in the Muslim household the women and men eat 
together. One household with a long history of colonial service might display all the urbanity 
and sophistication that might be expected of urban families, but other members of the same 
family might live a more conservative lifestyle where women observe parda, men are 
fanatical in religious observance, and children attend a madrasa. It is difficult to generalize, 
and that reflects a fundamental quality of bhadralok life - heterogeneity. What has remained 
constant is the separation of ghare and baire; the strategy progressively developed over more 
than a century of resistance to colonialism became the socio-cultural norm in the post-
colonial world of South Asia, but one still subject to negotiation and change 
The world of the 'idealized' Chittagong bhadralok household was influenced in the late 19 th 
century by two important factors still evident today: rising Bengali nationalism and bhadralok 
Bengali management of the relationship between household and the colonial world 
(Chatterjee 1989). The families that developed the response were predominantly Hindu; their 
heritage has spread to the whole community. Gilmartin addresses the issue of Muslim 
'reformism' in the same period saying, "[t]he very publicness of the debate illustrated how 
the most mundane problems of family organization - problems of potential concern to 
29 See also Moore on the role of anthropological analysis in "recognizing the distinction between ' ideal ' . .. and the actualities" ( 1988: 126). 
30 As Moore points out the question of what constitutes "nuclear" family forms is problematic and "this label is likely to obscure more about their differences than it reveab about their similarities" ( 1988: 126). 
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Muslims of every class - could be vitally related to the moral and political definition of the 
community as a whole" (1998: 1077). 31 
In both Hindu and Muslim households the woman was to be fundamental to the whole 
nationalist project that in Bengal was the indigenous modernizing project; her service to the 
household and her devotion a model for the ways all Bengalis should serve the national 
interest in the fight for independence from Britain. 32 As a result of historical debates and 
bhadralok responses, education of bhadramahila to tertiary level is almost universal in urban 
households, and fertility control and late marriage have affected family size. 
Over time, bhadralok households have continued to change, adapting pragmatically all the 
time. Technologies have been updated and new ones introduced (notably telecommunication 
and food preservation [refrigerators]). The kitchen remains an almost sole female domain in 
most bhadralok households. Bhadramahila 'resisting' introduced technologies are also 
asserting the femaleness of the kitchen domain, in effect saying, "do not interfere in women's 
spaces". 33 In the only bhadralok household where I observed a male cook, I was aware that 
he was there as a status symbol. His presence was pointed out to me and I inferred I was 
being told: "you see, we can afford the wages for a man to cook for us. "34 
Ewing (1991), comments on the way South Asians 'are extremely preoccupied with what they 
regard as "politics" of everyday life"(l41). She refers to the " ... jockeying for status and 
power, both within and outside the extended family (that) is often very subtle ... "(ibid.). 
While publicly, baire, families might assert that the men are dominant, the situation ghare 
will often be quite different. A woman is unlikely to challenge a man publicly, but within the 
household negotiation is constant. 35 It is here that gender and age hierarchies in respect of 
decision making have been challenged over the last century. A woman can assert herself by 
establishing a different regimen in the early days of her marriage. If, for example, like Leila, 
she is able to convince her husband that she will eat rice no more than twice a day, she might 
3 1 See also Brown on Islamic modernism in South Asia 1997. Judith Walsh writes in respect of Hindu reformism, again in the-same period: "In the reforma ioriofBengali Hindu women and their worlds that took place in this period . . . there is no area of domestic life so trivial that it is not addressed, no family relationship so intimate or spontaneous that its interactions are not the suoject of rethinking and reformation" ( 1997: 643). 32 For an analysis of "The Extended Family as Metaphor" see Minault 1981:3-18. See also Bose 1993; Chatterjee 1986 &1989; Khare 1971: 210-213. 33 Husbands, wanting to please their wives, sometimes purchase electric rice cookers, but the cookers often sit, unused, in a box, on top of the refrigerator. Rice is perhaps the least labour intensive element in food preparation, and takes hardly any time to cook. More useful are electric blenders used to grind curry pastes - sometimes households 'lend' theirs out to a neighbour or family members nearby. 34 He served the household that owned the imported electric cooker mentioned above. 35 Kakar also comments on this 1987: 11. 
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ll\ 
also have convinced him she is a 'person in her own right' with whom other conventional 
practices, such as management of household finances and children's education, might need 
negotiation. 
In Chittagong, the point of such negotiation is not necessarily, nor solely, directed at 
achieving women's rights, or about just power; most families, nuclear or joint, strive for 
harmony. If to achieve harmony, people need to make readjustments to take into account a 
woman's desire for more independence, or for recognition of woman's contribution to the 
household, then that will be what happens. 
I do not wish to extrapolate from the examples above to a broad generalization about 
Chittagonian bhadramahila; two of the bhadramahila I know have not been successful in 
asserting authority in decision making as many of the others were. It is possible, however, 
that the scope for Chittagonian bhadramahila to assert authority is greater than for similarly 
placed middle class women in Kolkata. I refer here to Dutta's study examining gender 
equality within a hundred of those families. The study, based on a questionnaire survey, 
found that when the lives of women in paid employment were compared with those 'non-
employed', there was little difference, or improvement, produced by a woman being in receipt 
of private income. In a majority of those sampled, women responded that within their 
household decision making was joint, but anecdotal evidence from the same respondents 
tended to support male dominance in "important matters" (Dutta 2002). Her study, however, 
does support the presence of negotiation in decision making generally. 
A good understanding36 
The heart of the couple 's relationship is the companionate marriage. Husband and wife work together as partners to run the affairs of the household. They are everything to each other: partners,friends, lovers, and sou/mates. (Walsh 1997:658) 
Walsh is describing the ideal marriage as formulated during the late 19 th- and early 20th 
century nationalist debates in Bengal. According to Chakrabarty the debate " ... threatened the 
ideal of the Bengali/Indian family ([and] the exalted position of the mother-in-law within the 
structure)" because it introduced notions of bourgeois privacy and the wife as 
friend(l 992: 13). 
36 The constraints of structuring this dissertation have led to the separation of the discussion of bhadralok marriage into a number of sections. Bhadralok marriage, as any marriage, is nuanced and complex; generalizations are difficult to make and even more difficult to sustain; a more sombre note is struck in Chapter Eight. 
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In most Chittagonian bhadralok families the question appears to have been resolved in favour 
of companionate marriage some generations back. Family life stories relate situations where 
wives joined husbands in political activities, and where wives have been joint managers of 
household affairs, as long ago as the 1930s. 
This form of marriage, bhadralok refer to it as a "good understanding", emphasizes affection, 
sexual compatibility, companionship, mutual respect and emotional flexibility. The practical 
effect of a 'good understanding' is that the internal structure of social relations ghare might 
differ considerably in one or many aspects from the idealized form outlined above; it helps 
both parties to negotiate the relationship between the ghare and the baire with ease. 
A 'good understanding' locates the married couple at the centre of the household, sometimes 
marginalizing the children of the marriage as a result, and certainly questions the 
conventional model where the husband's mother is dominant. 37 One woman added, "I tell my 
husband everything that happens. He is my best friend." Leila thinks it is good for husband 
and wife to be "a little bit dependent on each other. "38 
Married couples may remain long in marriages where a 'good understanding' is missing, but 
only from dayitto, or from fear of social alienation, knowing that separation and divorce are 
not actually acceptable alternatives in Chittagong. Dayitto can and does exist where there is 
no love ( and that is something many bhadramahila pointed out to me), but dayitto is best 
expressed when it is based on affection. 
Bhadramahila were describing their own, or others', marriages (including their parents' 
marriage), and it seems it is bhadramahila who initiate the negotiations. This is not to suggest 
that men are unwilling parties to the negotiation. There are benefits for both partners in the 
arrangement, especially in achieving harmonious relations within a household, something 
men acknowledge. 
Today, in Chittagong the home is still a refuge for those who leave it to work outside. Leila 
more than once pointed out that the only place that her husband, Yusuf, could 'be himself 
37 Basu and Amin discuss the significance of women ' s fertility in the late 19th-early 20th century debates on the role of women in 'modern ' Bengal. Much of the fertility control information available at the time was, apparently, wrong, but was significant in that "most of the reproduction advice was related to means of preventing rather than establishing pregnancy; that is, this advice was addressing the contraceptive needs of women" (2000:771-72). 38 An article in the "Lifestyle" magazine published weekly in The Daily Star questions the closeness of such an understanding- it recommends young married couples find the space within their marriage to let each other "to be . . . just themselves". http://www.thedailystar.net/lifestyle/2003/09/04/centre.htm 
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( often tired and stressed, and sometimes irritable) was at home. At work, where he holds a 
senior management position, he must appear 'cool', in command of the situation, always 
competent, and as a leader. 39 Yusuf believes Bangladeshi Muslims are 'hot' because they eat 
meat, and Hindus are 'cool' because they do not. Achievement of a 'cool' demeanour is one 
ofYusuf's challenges in his new job. As a bhadralokhe is bound to those behaviours, not 
only because his company might expect them of a senior employee, but also (and chiefly) 
because any weakness he shows will be attributed to both his personal and his familial 
situation. People could, for instance, say "He has a problem at home" meaning he 
experiences trouble within his marriage, or that he has a psychological problem. Adda such as 
this undermines a person's reputation baire, and people will go to lengths to avoid being the 
subject of negative comments. 
Negotiations for companionate marriage are conducted between the conjugal pair, and might 
well develop on the basis of the pre-nuptial contract. Negotiations for this contract are 
conducted between families, and a person, known to both families, acts as the negotiator 
representing the interests of both. At the time of the negotiations for an 'arranged' (or 
'settled') marriage, the bride's father will seek to protect his daughter's long-term happiness 
(and financial security) and to enhance the prospects of a 'good understanding'. Muslim 
women are often protected by conditions in the kabin ( contract) negotiated by family 
representatives arranging the marriage. In Chittagong conditions can include: the right of the 
woman to complete tertiary studies; the right to stay in outside-employment; the right to limit 
the number of children born to the marriage. My informants generally insisted that it was their 
fathers who had set out these conditions, not their mothers. 40 
One element in the kabin is the mehr, which is also negotiated before Muslim marriages. It is 
a financial arrangement in which a settled amount of money is promised by the groom to 
safeguard the future economic security of his wife. Lindenbaum says middle class women in 
Shaitnal (Camilla district, north of Chittagong), "customarily release their husbands from this 
obligation during their first private meeting, that is after the wedding feast but before the 
marriage is consummated"(l 981 :395).41 Among the research group are four cases where 
husbands have honoured the mehr by constructing (in the family name) an apartment block in 
39 Similarly Mowdud: "We have a saying: Hindus are cool, they do not eat beef; we do eat meat, we are hot, we are angry quickly". See Marriott 197 6: 13 6. 4
° Friends from Dhaka also talked of kabin arrangements that protected their right to study, to work, and to limit the number of children born to the marriage. The kabin is a universal Islamic practice. For the marriage contract see Carroll 1982. 
41 See also White 1992: 13. 
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which the title of one apartment is held by his wife, and where other titles might be registered 
in his daughters' names. It seems that among urban bhadralok, men who are financially 
secure at least intend to honour the mehr. 
A 'good understanding' develops gradually, and negotiations begin in the first few weeks of 
marriage. People were of the view that the longer the marriage the better the understanding 
and the greater the affection. They expressed surprise on learning that in the 'west' there was 
an increase in separation and divorce among long term-married people. "Is this possible?" 
they asked. In bhadralok 111arriage one might expect tension and conflict in the first few years 
to cause separation and divorce, but generally after ten years of marriage permanence and 
stability seem assured. 
Yusuf, speaking of the older form of marriage - a form neither negotiated nor negotiable -
maintained that in the early days of marriage a husband begins to school his wife in 
obedience. "A man might say to his wife on the first or second night of their marriage: 'I will 
be coming home at 10 o'clock at night. You will accept this, you will not ask me any 
questions.' A wife knows not to ask her husband any questions. It is our religion. It says if a 
wife obeys her husband, she will go to heaven." 
Here, he was talking not of his own marriage as it currently functions, but of what he 
understands is, or has been the norm. He might have started by trying to follow that norm, but 
Leila asserted herself in the early days of their marriage (in the matter of 'rice eating' and in 
the matter of living separately from Yusufs mother). Over time Yusuf and Leila have 
become partners, and good friends. Despite what Yusuf had told me about a husband 
de1nanding unquestioning obedience from his wife, for instance never asking where the 
husband has been if he arrives home late at night, in his own marriage he said, "It is a good 
idea for a man to keep in contact with his wife during the working day." He and Leila speak 
to each other three or four times a day, tracking each other's movements and exchanging 
anecdotes and adda. 42 
Yusuf attributes much of his success in the baire to Leila's efforts on his behalf and her 
support in encouraging him to sit the International Chartered Accountants' examinations. 
Success in those examinations provided him with access to the management position he now 
holds. Leila is able to help Yusuf move in his new work environment (the business world) 
42 This was a common practice in Chittagong, enhanced once people began using mobile telephones. 
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because, as a second-generation urban dweller and daughter of an advocate practising at the 
Supreme Court in Chittagong, she has a lifetime of experience in urban society. 
Spouses, men as well as women, help each other negotiate the baire, individual personal 
achieve1nent there reflects well on the family. Their dayitto is to support each other. Among 
the research group there are cases where men have given up employment to accompany wives 
overseas to complete their post-graduate study. A successful marriage based on a good 
understanding developed over years is an achievement. People speak positively of a' good 
understanding'; it is a situation to which all bhadralok, regardless of religious affiliation, 
· 43 aspire. 
The way in which a bhadralok man will protect and provide for the women of his household 
is illustrated by a case, which in its genesis is tragic. Leila's uncle (her mother's sister's 
husband) died in the early 1980s on the same day as his only daughter's fourth birthday. The 
rest of the family celebrated with the child and there are family photos of her cutting the cake 
her father had arranged from his hospital 'cabin' (private room). This family tragedy, 
however painful, provides proof of the man's long-term provision for his wife and little 
daughter. He 1nade certain they inherited property, the effect of which has been that Leila's 
aunt, who has three sons as well as her daughter, has retained title of the marital home. Two 
of her sons and their wives live with her, but she is the formal head of the household.44 
Ghare-baire 45 
In his analysis of the early 20th century text Santaner Caritra Ga than, Bose says, "The 
conception of the family as an "isolated" private domain, as refuge from a competitive and 
brutal outside world, was one that was shared by most writers" (1993: 118). 
The separation Bose describes, particularly between public life and private life, became 
necessary as more bhadralok families became involved in the colonial civil service and 
co1nmercial enterprises. The world baire had also begun to impact bhadramahila whose lives 
43 In the modern setting of commerce and industry, bhadramahila are also now expected to join their husbands at 
social functions connected with the husband ' s employment, Some women enjoy this role, others do not. I shall 
come back to this in Chapter Eight. 
44 This household is one of only three where four generations live under the one roof. The mother' s role fits 
exactly the one described by Greenough 1980 (following Inden and Nicholas) as kortri. 
45 Singer refers to an historical practice used by speakers of Old Tamil, in talking about ' indigenous culture' and 
' foreign culture' where the terms, used also in ancient Tamil literature, form a correspondence: "indigenous= 
family, household, village" and "foreign= outside= public world" (1971: 183). His comments are based on AK 
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historically had been almost entirely cut off from the world outside. The world of the baire 
could not any longer be ignored. The way to deal with it was to maintain the separation 
between home and the world, and at the same time to develop strategies to deal with new 
circumstances. Since the mid-19 th century, until today, bhadralok families have engaged in 
activities designed to control this duality. Ultimately the separation has to be negotiated in the 
context of the permeability of interpersonal social relations in Bangladesh.46 
The competitive and brutal world Bose refers to comes into the household in many ways. 
Already I have mentioned the presence of telephones, television and newspapers.47 Visitors 
also impact on a household, and sometimes a family member will try to manage that impact, 
as I observed when I went to stay with Jahanara and her household in early 2002. 
Protecting the ghare: story one 
Jahanara lives in the same building as her parents. Her father owns the six-apartment three-
storeyed block in the East Nasirabad sector of Chittagong.48 Her apartment, on the ground 
floor, is modem in appearance, cane furniture with bright cushions, indoor plants and wall-
hangings. The other furniture is made from wood, but stained with a light varnish, so the 
overall appearance is one of lightness and colour.49 When I arrived to stay with Jahanara the 
household was abuzz. J ahanara' s parents were preparing to go to Mecca for the hajj, her 
brother, Nibu, and younger sister, Nargis, were home from University, and Jahanara's 
husband, Mowdud, had taken leave to 'accompany me' during my visit. 50 Many visitors came 
to J ahanara's parents' home ( on the middle floor of the same building) to wish them well on 
the pilgrimage and most of them called in to pay their respects to Jahanara and her husband. 
Ramanujan, The Interior Landscape, 1967: Bloomington: 101 (Singer 1971: fn20: 183) and K.Zvelebil (ms) The Smile of Murugan, A History of Tamil Literature (Singer 1971:fnl8 : 182). 
· 46 See also Kakar 1981 : 37. 
47 In most of the households I visited there was a preference shown for television programmes in Bangla, or Hindi (from India), the exception being sport telecasts from international cable TV, which were usually in English. Most families had cable television, and during major international events watched BBC WORLD NEWS and CNN. 
A ranking order of ' foreignness ' exists in some households. Other Asian societies are seen as less problematic than 
the 'west' , leading to apparently contradictory situations where a family will switch the television channel from 
one showing a semi-clad western woman dancing to a video clip of 'western ' pop music to another where semi-
clad Indian women dance in a video clip from a 'Bollywood' movie. On the other hand, 1970s 'western ' sit-corns 
are viewed with impunity because they are dubbed in Hindi. 48 See map of Panchlaish Thana in Appendix Four. 
49 The household owns a computer and a large television; they watch local and cable programmes (including programmes from Russia where a brother-in-law of Jahanara's lives). 50 I eventually reached the conclusion that when Chittagonian bhadralok use the expression "accompany" they 
mean "chaperone". 
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On the second day of my stay I realized I was never left alone for long in the same room 
where there were only women. A man always turned up to 'accompany' me, usually Mowdud 
or Nibu. On some occasions the buah was sent upstairs to call J ahanara' s father to come and 
be where I was. In other words, Mowdud permitted a foreign influence (from both the baire 
and the overseas bidesh) to enter his household (ghare) - he may have encouraged Jahanara to 
invite me - but he was determined to manage the influence. Feeling constrained by my male 
chaperones, I adopted a strategy I had used in other households of trying to enter the sole 
female-only space in the home - the kitchen. I approached cautiously because I had 
discovered bhadramahila were not always comfortable about my presence there. I did not 
proceed beyond the doorway. 
A day later I returned from a brief shopping expedition to discover two workmen in the 
process of shifting thirty or so sheets of corrugated roofing iron from a storage area on the 
roof of the building to the kitchen. That took the best part of a day. The day after they began 
moving the iron from the kitchen to another storage area outside the front door. Mowdud's 
intention in ordering the work can only be conjectured. The effect was unmistakable. The 
kitchen was so crowded with either workmen or sheets of iron there was barely room for 
Jahanara, let alone her buah and an overseas bideshzfriend. Jahanara was annoyed. I retreated 
to the solitude of the guest bedroom where a couple of times Jahanara joined me for a chat. A 
day later I found a voice-activated tape recorder on one of the bookshelves in the room. 
Mowdud had mentioned the day he bought the recorder intending to use it in his work to 
"catch out" other government officials who might be smuggling goods across the Myanmar-
Bangladesh border. 51 Given my problems with Mowdud, and his vigilance in the matter of 
protecting Jahanara from outside influence, I conjecture he placed the recorder (switched on) 
in the guest room to 'catch out' Jahanara and me during any private conversations we might 
have there. 
My relationship with Mowdud did not improve; tension permeated every conversation. His 
strategy to limit my influence was successful.52 For two days I was prevented from joining 
J ahanara in what is usually the sole female area of the ghare, the kitchen; when I sat down 
with Jahanara and her sisters and sister-cousins to watch television, a man came to 
'accompany me' (on one occasion the excuse given was "she does not speak English well, I 
51 Mowdud works for GOB as a quarantine inspector at Teknaf in the southern most part of Bangladesh; Teknaf 
sits on the border with Myanmar. 
52 Mowdud's action was a more extreme form of trying to prevent 'outside' influences affecting his ghare. He was 
not the only male who tried to limit my contact with his wife. See Chapter Eight. 
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can translate for you." As this was far from the truth I accepted the statement as a mere 
'cover' for the chaperone.) When I retreated to the guest-room, where a man would only 
come with my express permission, there, until I discovered and removed it, was the tape 
recorder. I had no reserves to draw on in trying to deal with Mowdud's actions, and my 
continued presence in his household was inappropriate. When I decided to cut short my visit, 
Jahanara was unhappy. She remonstrated with me, reminding me how well she had looked 
after me, and said repeatedly: "I asked you to come so you could see for yourself. I asked you 
for the sake of the friendship." Presumably she hoped I would discount her husband's overt 
hostility, and sometimes menacing approach, towards me and stay ''for the sake of the 
fi . d h. "s3 nen s zp . 
Jahanara's intention to let me see for myself matched Sufia's invitation to visit her residence 
where she lives in an extended household: her husband and her son, her mother-in-law (her 
father-in-law had died a few months earlier), her father-in-law's mother, and her husband's 
older brother recently returned after living in the USA for ten years. The brother-in-law's 
return had been in response to his father's death, as he was now the male head of the 
household. He married a few months after returning, thereby causing some re-adjustments in 
the household relationships.54 Other family members, who are cousins, live in the household. 
The residence, situated in Chickandandi, a mofussil area about thirty-five minutes drive from 
the Chittagong CBD, is a freestanding two-storeyed building with many bedrooms and large 
areas of public space. When I stayed with them they were in the middle of a renovation 
programme, and preparing for the wedding of Sufia's brother-in-law. Jahanara and Sufia were 
being generous, to invite any sort of bides hf to stay is unusual, and they were being candid in 
'letting me see for myself'. The difference between the two households could not be more 
marked. Jahanara's husband was clearly worried about the influence I might have on his wife 
and her female relatives (sisters and sister-cousins). He established as many filters and checks 
as he could to limit influences from the baire. 
Sufia's household is, and has obviously been for a number of years, open to the baire. When 
Sufia went to Denmark in 2001 for a three-month study programme (as many CHADEP staff 
have done) her husband's family were happy for her and recognized the importance of the 
53 The final twist came as Mowdud escorted me through the winding laneways up to the main road and the 'baby 
taksi' stand. He and I rehearsed our 'story', what we would say if anyone asked why I had gone early: "The family 
is busy preparing for Jahanara 's parents to go to Mecca,· there are many visitors, placing some strain on 
Jahanara; there were water shortages ... " All of which was true, but not the reason I was leaving. 
54 This is the second of three families where four generations live under the one roof. The third was a Hindu family 
in Cox's Bazar one of whose ancestors was executed in 1934 by the British. 
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programme for Sufia's professional advancement and self-esteem. Sufia had been saying for a 
long time that it would be better if I actually saw how supportive her husband's family was of 
her employment outside the home. 
Mowdud, on the other hand, had been uncomfortable about Jahanara's work with CHADEP, 
because it involved a lot of fieldwork outside Chittagong. His demeanour at the train station 
the night in 1998 that Jahanara and I set out for one of those field trips was one of fear: he 
sweated profusely and shook. Later, after I left CHADEP, I heard he had, on another 
occasion, taken a week's leave from his own job to accompany Jahanara to a field trip to the 
Patuakhali area in the delta region. 55 
Protecting the ghare: story two 
Sometimes the influence from the outside is not quite as benign as a researcher, who will after 
all one day leave, and might never return. The baire can arrive inadvertently and, potentially 
endanger the family. Events in my host's household in late December 2001 are a case in 
point. The intersection of a number of modem elements with more conventional traditional 
ones brought the baire right inside the ghare. These elements included: i) Yusuf s new 
employment status that in its tum led to his being given a car and a chauffeur; ii) the role of 
Leila's father as both an advocate and a landowner; iii) the role of a fundamentalist imam 
from one of the local masjid; iv) finally the social turbulence of early 21 st century Chittagong 
(lack of proper policing, presence of mas tan and the apparent impunity of religious leaders in 
stirring 'class hatred'). 
Day One (18 December, 2001, the day after Eid_ul_Fitr): Leila knocked loudly on my door 
and by the time I opened it she had gone from the house. The younger son was standing at the 
open front door, looking out. I asked him what was wrong. 
55 Mowdud's position in his household is complicated, and it might have some effect on his wishing to control 
Jahanara. They are parallel cousins (their mothers are sisters), and they live in the block of apartments owned by 
Jahanara's father, and who lives in the same building. Mowdud's situation resembles ghor jamai described by 
Sarah White 1988:328. I cannot say whether Mowdud was "brought into the house to substitute for a shortage of 
sons" (ibid.). In Jahanara' s family there are four daughters and one son, but I doubt Mowdud, who is a cousin 
anyway, is seen as a substitute. I do think that White' s comment the "[g]hor jamai marriages are considered low 
status . .. "(ibid.) is applicable. Mowdud not Jahanara is the person who moved at marriage- he is the one who 
retains double membership in his father ' s and his wife' s household. Jahanara has daily contact with her mother and 
sisters. It was her father who promoted Jahanara's (and her sisters ' ) education and professional career, not her 
mother, who wanted early marriages for them. It is her father who now insists that Jahanara return to work outside 
the home because presently she is ''just sitting idle at home." This was an extraordinarily inept comment given 
how busy Jahanara is inside her home. Her father is, however, concerned that she is wasting her education by 
staying at home. Jahanara constantly negotiates all those situations, but in 2002 was probably losing her battle to 
maintain interpersonal autonomy. Sufi.a on the other hand appeared not to have to battle. 
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"A 'd t " n accz en ... 
"Is anyone hurt? " 
"My fat her ... " 
Leila had gone to the scene of the accident to take Yusuf and their chauffeur, Masharaf, to the 
health clinic. Neither was badly injured, they suffered mainly from shock and some 
superficial cuts and bruises. The car had not been travelling at speed, but they had ended up 
knocking down a tiny, flimsy shop, and coming to rest against the wall of the property behind 
the shop. Fortunately the shopkeeper had stepped out minutes before and he was unharmed, 
but his livelihood lay in a splintered pile heaped up on the shop's provisions (tea leaf, sugar, 
eggs, soap, sweets and biscuits, candles, small bottles of cooking oil and kitchen detergent). 
The car was driveable but damaged in the front end.56 An hour or so later, Leila and Yusuf 
and Masharaf returned, and one of the sons was sent to fetch Leila's father, an advocate, from 
his residence two streets away. All day, and until quite late in the evening, people came to the 
house to discuss the accident and to enquire about Yusuf swell-being. 
During the afternoon Yusuf, Leila's father and a family friend worked together to produce a 
written statement describing the accident. At about 9:30pm Yusuf and the friend attended the 
local thana police station to make a formal report of the accident, taking with them Yusufs 
prepared statement and a signed and witnessed statement from Masharaf. They were, they 
said later, treated with respect and Yusuf was given a "chair to sit on". 57 
The stream of visitors thinned out the next day but continued as a steady trickle every day for 
about ten days. 58 As far as Yusuf and Leila were concerned the matter was only completed 
when the shop had been rebuilt and restocked, and 'signed off on by the shopkeeper (31 
December 2001). An important staging point was reached when the children's Arabic teacher 
came with some of his colleagues (religious teachers from a local madrasa) to conduct a 
milad (prayer ceremony) in the living room (25 December 2001 ). The sequence of events 
included the following incidents. 
56 A few days later the Insurance Company wrote it off. 
57 
"Giving someone a chair" is a mark of respect for that person ' s authority, social prestige, or senior rank. For a 
description of the formalized offering of a seat to another see Aziz 1979:44-45. 
58 Among the visitors on the first day I noted: family (mainly Leila's), family friends , Yusuf s work colleagues, the 
shopkeeper and five of his supporters, and a former colleague of Yusufs, who appeared hostile to him. This man 
brought his daughter around to Yusuf s residence so she could be shown the damage done to the company car that, 
until the time of his recent retrenchment, he himself had 'owned ' . Visitors were invited into the apartment, some 
into the formal sitting room, family and friends into the dining room. Leila was kept busy providing cups of tea 
and food. On subsequent days the visitors called on specific matters related to the restoration of the shop and 
included the builder (an employee of Leila' s father), the chauffeur, and the shopkeeper, sometimes accompanied 
by a small party of his male supporters, sometimes alone. 
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Day Two (19 December, 2001): Early in the morning (Yusuf had already left to go his office) 
Masharaf arrived to warn Leila that at prayers that morning at a local masjid the imam had 
spoken of the problems bhadralok families cause chhotolok families, referring to the previous 
day's accident and to the shopkeeper's misfortune. Standing at the front door Leila dealt with 
Masharaf and dismissed him after angrily telling him he had no right coming to the house 
b . h . s9 eanng sue stones. 
A little later the shopkeeper and two male companions came to the front door and in 
threatening tones announced to Leila that they were going to gherao the house. 60 They also 
said they would organize a michif I to pass the house. Leila again became angry. She told the 
men, emphatically, that indeed they were chhotolok while her family was bhadralok who 
lived in a substantial house, not on the streets as chhotolok sometimes do, that her husband 
was a chartered accountant, her father an advocate, and that her father's family were property 
owners in the area where they had lived for more twenty five years. Somewhat chastened, the 
men left and Leila came to explain to me what she had said and her rationale. "I have to be 
arrogant on them or they will take advantage ... already I have been too soft on Masharaf 
[ who she claimed had reported her earlier outburst to the shopkeeper]. All the time, from the 
start, I gave him 'apni' not' tumi' ."62 
Day Three (20December 2001 ): The owner of the slightly damaged fence came, again after 
Yusuf left for his office. This man began demanding a large sum of money in compensation 
for the damage to his fence, and again there was an altercation, after which the man left. Leila 
appeared to have referred this matter to her father for negotiation. 
Between Days Four and Six, there were a series of smaller altercations with the builder, the 
shopkeeper and the fence owner, most of which occurred during the daytime when Leila was 
the only adult family member at home. 
59 By this stage, Masharaf could well have been thinking that his good fortune in having a job as a chauffeur 
( driving a ' nice' car) to a bhadralok household was turning to the bad. He had only been in the job three weeks 
when the accident happened. He might also have deduced (correctly) that Yusuf would not re-employ him once the 
new car was delivered. Masharaf was paid out on the same day (31 December 2001) as Yusuf' signed off on the 
damages to the shop. 
60 They planned to hold a gherao, surrounding the property thus blocking anyone from leaving. According to Ali it 
was "a new tactic [that] emerged in West Bengal" in the late 1960s and 1970s; used by workers' groups to achieve 
better working and pay conditions (2005: 180). 
61 A protest march, usually with banners enunciating the matter being protested. 
62 In other words, Leila had used the form for the word 'you' that is used between social equals and by social 
inferiors to their social superiors, and not the word used by a social superior to an inferior 
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Day Six (23 December 2001 ): The shopkeeper, whose shop meanwhile had been almost 
restored, returned, this time demanding monetary compensation for the damaged items in his 
store and for his inconvenience. It appeared his supporters might have spurred him on. As 
these matters had apparently been resolved to everyone's satisfaction on the day of the 
accident, Leila was disturbed by this further demand. Another altercation ensued, during 
which the shopkeeper said: "Don 't forget these are different times ... the police have no power 
to help you." 
Day Seven (24 December 2001): Two rough looking men, not known to the household, 
turned up and were seen wandering in the carport adjoining the apartment. At one stage I saw 
them looking in at the living room window. They left the property when Leila and I went out 
to "look at them". By this time the household was feeling uncomfortable. I asked Leila: "Why 
do these men come when there are only women and children in the home? Would they come if 
Yusuf was here?" A short while after this conversation Yusuf came back from his office and 
spent the rest of the day working from home. 
After that day, the only troubles were minor, connected with negotiating compensation for the 
shopkeeper and the fence-owner, and the finalization of the contract with the builder. The 
process was not always smooth, but the menacing behaviour of the men from the masjid 
. d 63 congregation cease . 
Despite the peripheral involvement of the local imam in fomenting discontent, the whole 
situation appears to have been played out around issues connected with class not religion. The 
defender of the ghare in this set of incidents was primarily a woman, but her father and 
brother, and male family friends participated with her and her husband in 'showing' the world 
they are respectable (bhadralok), in control of their situation, and worthy of deference. From 
the morning of the accident until the mi/ad on 25 December, the household, other family and 
family friends met frequently to discuss what to say to 'outsiders'. Leila, in particular, 
brought her not inconsiderable story telling skills to the task of crafting the 'right' story. 
A feeling of crisis permeated events, highlighted by the fact that the family's bhadralok status 
no longer protected Yusuf's household. Not surprisingly, given the widespread violence in the 
community outside the home, the threats to the ghare were delivered to what might be 
presumed its most vulnerable members (a common tactic employed by 'muscle power' men 
63 A month after the accident Yusuf took delivery of a new company car. 
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in Bangladesh): the women and children. In this case Leila who dealt with the confrontations 
courageously deflected the threats. They did not cease until Yusuf demonstrated his resistance 
by coming home early from the office on 24 December. Within the ghare Leila is strong and 
an equal partner with Yusuf in household management; baire conventional patriarchy 
prevails. The men coming to argue and threaten only desisted once they were shown Yusufs 
resistance. To this point, I have been examining the paired existence ghare-baire from the 
perspective of inside the ghare. What do families do outside, in the baire? 
Managing the baire - fictive kinship64 
Prindle describes rhetorical strategies employed in the baire by the Muslim Chittagonian men 
who were participants in her 1970s study: "One strategy involves the application to work 
relationships of an hierarchical love paradigm drawn from family relationships"(l988: 260). 
Urban bhadralok who work outside the home have adapted a conventional traditional practice 
common in rural areas: they incorporate people into a system of fictive kinship. Fictive 
kinship is widely employed throughout South Asia, and at its deepest level replicates many of 
the elements found in actual kinship structures. It is also applied superficially to ease social 
relations between people not well known to each other, who are constrained by modern work 
practices to be in contact with each other for long periods of the day, six days a week. The 
strategy of defining the workplace as 'family' can also be construed as a means of resisting 
outside influences. Minault, referring to the Indian extended family, says that its ability to 
expand virtually indefinitely through the device of fictive kin ... provides a model of extending 
one's concerns beyond the kin group" (1981: 4). 
bstor, speaking of the public spaces in West Bengal in India, says: 
Bhai is a universally applicable term ... As a particular relationship among men, it may 
override age, status and other differences ... Brother is an encompassing term which 
64 My experience of baire in Chittagong relates to workplace, bajar, Internet cafes, restaurants, and public 
ceremonies (weddings, children parties), and to the pathways I traversed in reaching them. Sometimes, but not 
often, I was a pedestrian passing residences, shops, public fields ; mostly, following the custom of Chittagonians, 
who rarely walk anywhere, I was a passenger. As a traveller I have been in bus depots, train stations, airports, and 
ferry ghat, waiting for conveyance and passing through. In workplaces I was a worker and sometimes a visitor, in 
the biijar a customer and a tourist, at public ceremonies I was a guest. One other place baire will emerge from time 
to time, the British Council Library, where I was a borrower and an Internet user. Anything I ' know' about schools 
and universities, masjid/churches/temples is based almost entirely on what I have been told. My experience in the 
baire in Chittagong is wider and more varied than the experience of conservative bhadramahila. One advantage of 
that, is that over the period of two field visits to Chittagong, I have been able to observe chhotolok and bhadralok 
in the baire, and to observe the differences between them, and between the bhadralok of this project and their 
wider social group. 
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may express the most general as well as the most restricted ties - it stands for 'fellow 
man' and 'own blood brother' . (1984:135)65 
In Bangladesh a feature of the office work place is the way people address male colleagues as 
bhai (brother). At CHADEP the practice extended to the two Muslim founding directors, in 
other words to two of the three most senior people there. The CEO, and his senior Muslim 
partner and Director, were both called bhai, except on the most formal occasions. 
The practice is so widespread that it can expand to include overseas bideshf. At CHADEP, my 
overseas bides hf colleague was sometimes referred to as bhai, but people let the practice go 
after a ti1ne.66 It was noticeable, however, that in the workplace, few bhadramahila were 
called other than by their names or nicknames, or sometimes by their husband's name. As 
CHADEP prides itself as being "one big family", it is usual for wives of senior male 
employees to be called babhi ( older brother's wife), and occasionally the senior female there, 
a Buddhist woman in her early forties, was called didi. Younger women sometimes call 
another young woman who is married with children apa ( older sister). 
The use of fictive kinship terms in the workplace probably derives from the widespread 
practice among men in the world of traditional economic transactions. Aziz refers to the use 
of kinship terms during exchanges in the market place (1979: 133-134).67 bstor's study of 
Bengali market places reached the same conclusion. In Chittagong you can hear bhai used in 
the bajar, between riksa drivers, and between them and their male passengers. Interestingly, 
in those contexts a bhadramahila is most likely to be called by the English term "Madame". 
Bhadramahila will also be called "Madame" by the family chauffeur, by vendors who 
regularly visit the household (milk vendor, newspaper vendor, and laundry man), and in 
shops. 
At another, more intimate, level of social interaction people in the research group said others 
were 'kin'. When I pressed the point they said: "We are kin because we (i.e. the families) 
have known each other a long time." Fictive kinship of this kind, the kinship of knowing, is 
well established. It is inclusive, so that even if a Muslim does not call a Hindu man bhai, they 
65 See also Alvi ' s analysis of the use of the notion biradari (brotherhood) to manage social relations in rural 
Punjab (2001: 53). He also discusses the use of the term "ghair", meaning ,·'the other", to differentiate between 
"apna (self)" and others encountered in social relationships (53-54). Alvi ' s ethnography relies for its theoretical 
approach on Dumont. 
66In many homes I visited children were told to address me as ' auntie' . Some did, some did not, but one child told 
his mother in Bangla: "I cannot call her 'auntie ', she is phupu (father' s older sister)." Sometimes families told me 
that I was ''just another member of the family", a situation which brought some benefits, not the least of which 
being that those families were able to relax when I visited them. There I was usually called "didi'', a term 
commonly used in reference to older women. 
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might still regard each other as kin, because for years, or generations, their families have been 
engaged in common endeavours, such as political activity, or have lived in the same village. 
As Sarah White points out in her study of a rural Bangladesh community, these relationships 
are taken seriously, and the ties that are formed are sometimes "more dependable ties than 
blood relationships"( 1992: 90). 
Gardner says that using fictive kinship can be a way of establishing who is 'inside' and who 
is not. In her field work in northern Bangladesh she observed the way people used the term 
'attiyo' (kin) to define "thousands of people as being in a relationship, not of blood, but of 
religion and those they referred to as "dharmeor attiyo" (religious kin, like 
godparents )"(1995: 31 ). 
Fictive kinship is evident when people discuss their schooling, political activity and other 
shared life-experiences such as their ancestors' employment in the Indian Civil Service. 
Another binding tie is the shared desh of the ancestral gram.68 Many of the CHADEP staff, 
and in particular (but not only) the drivers and their families, came from around the Comilla 
area, others from the Fatikchari area north of the city, and a few from the Cox's Bazar 
district. 69 
Whether people used kinship terms or not, CHADEP Head Office staff have family 
interconnections that facilitate workplace relationships. Three of the women, Sajeda, Ayesha, 
and Hosnia, have known each other since pre-school and worked together since they 
graduated from university, as teachers and then with CHADEP (but not necessarily at the 
same place in CHADEP, until 2000 when they all ended up at Head Office). 
They were batchmates at university with Pritilata, Uma, Sabina, Rini, Rita, and Dulu (the 
artist whose drawings appear in this dissertation); Jahanara was one year behind them at 
university. Arjun's wife, Maya, was at university with Bidyut; Rani, her husband Sarwar, and 
Leila were batchmates (not that Leila or Rani worked for CHADEP, but their husbands 
worked there together until Yusuf left to work in private enterprise). Kumar's wife's father 
(Hindu), who was a teacher, mentored Leila's father (Muslim) in whom he saw great promise 
even though Leila's father was a village boy.70 
67 His study was based north of Chittagong, in rural Camilla. 
68 See Gardner 1995: 31. 
69 Not all of the staff are from the Chittagong district, and those from outside (e.g. from Barisal or Mymensingh) 
eventually come to make that point- one's desh is always important. 
70 See Singer 1971. 
229 
In 1998 I conducted formal interviews with ten of my colleagues to form some idea of their 
work patterns, and their n1otivations for working with CHADEP. All of them revealed they 
had come to CHADEP on the basis of what they had been told by others already there, or by 
family connected to the senior managers. Some had responded to advertisements, but they 
had had their attention drawn to the fact by people already working at CHADEP. Others had 
established contact with CHADEP, and kept in touch until a position became available, and 
others had been sought out by senior staff. The added attraction was that CHADEP is a 
national NGO (i.e. one formed by Bangladeshis) and is based in Chittagong, where it enjoys a 
good reputation for honest commit1nent to the fishing communities in the region. When 
people left CHADEP to work elsewhere, the same process occurred. Rarely would a person 
go to work in a place where there was no previous connection between her/his family and 
someone at that organization. In fact, one of the most compelling arguments a woman can use 
to convince her family that she should be able to move to another city, e.g. Dhaka, or even 
overseas, is that people well known to her family are already there. 71 
In some respects, the ghare encountered at CHADEP has positive features, but the extended 
family metaphor is not comfortable for all people at all times. People resist and do not use the 
kinship terms, or comment negatively ( or sardonically) on the notion that CHADEP is 'one 
big family'. In replicating social relationships of a conventional ghare, CHADEP has 
absorbed the conventional notions of patriarchy and patrilineage. As a family it has a 
singularly 1nasculine feel to it; women are both in-comers and dependent; women are also 
subjected to versions of parda. At least one woman (whose husband worked for CHADEP for 
years) approved. In her view it was the actual presence of women that called into question the 
notion of family. She said, "CHADEP used to be a big family until women started to work 
there." 
I found the comment curious in that it seemed to deny the presence of women in a family, and 
raised issues of male domination, patriarchy, and the 'invisibility' of women, which ran 
counter to my observations of her experience within her own household. When I conveyed 
her comment to another man who had worked at CHADEP for a long time, he said: "Who 
said that? It is wrong. There have always been strong women at CHADEP. The problem at 
7 1 See also Gardner 1995 and 1993: 2-3. 
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CHADEP is not the women - the problem is somewhere else. That is an individualistic 
comment."72 
The friendships of the workplace, whether expressed in terms of fictive kinship or not provide 
the framework for urban bhadralok to develop relationships between people separate from the 
family. Those friendships rarely extend back into the household unless they were first formed 
there.RS Khare observed that among his subject group in India friendships of this kind were 
"nurtured on a system of 'secular morality' between individual as individuals. An order and a 
morality are here but their content and meaning are normally regarded as different from the 
orthodox order"(1976: 251, emphasis in original). 
West Bengali writer Amit Chaudhuri's story "The Old Masters" set in Calcutta in the 1960s 
describes the situation well: 
You can't choose your colleagues in the office; he hadn't grasped the significance of 
this until a few months ago. And to pretend you were friends - that, too was a fiction 
you couldn't bring yourself wholly to believe in; you 'did' things together, sometimes 
outside office hours, you visited each others' houses ... got to know each others' wives 
and children ... and, yet, you made a pact to keep all that was true and most important 
about yourself from the colleague, in case the desirable boundary between private life 
and secret nightmare and employment ceased to exist ... In other words, you were 
alone, with you family and your destiny. (2001:13) 
In contemporary Chittagong, bhadralok families strive to maintain 'the desirable boundary' 
between ghare and baire; much of the responsibility for the task falls on bhadramahila who 
meanwhile have also to manage their lives in the 'modem' world of employment. We come 
now to those women in 1nore detail. 
72 He did not elucidate, but in the context he could have meant outside CHADEP. His comment in English reflects 
a common phrase in Bangla: "Apnar ke bole?"(" Who has been speaking to you?") 
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Eight: Bhadramahila and natai 
"We might look like we are free, but it's really natai, strings of the kite." (Leila, 
Chittagong, January 2002.) 
Since the mid-19th century Bengali women have been objectified by overseas bideshf as a 
preferred site for social reforms. Firstly during the British colonial administration, and 
more recently as a result of the social and economic impact of international aid donations, 
Bengalis/Bangladeshis have been under pressure, inter alia, to educate their women, 
reform dowry systems and extend political participation to them. A pressure to which, in 
its early phase, Hindus responded more readily than Muslims. The point of pressure has 
been applied to bhadralok men, but the focus has been bhadramahila. 
How do bhadramahila manage and negotiate the adaptations required of them in a 
modem setting where there can be conflicting demands from family, employer and 
nation? This chapter builds on the previous one, but changes focus to emphasize the lives 
of bhadramahila as a group within bhadralok society. I draw on the experiences of 
individual bhadramahila who assisted my research. 
Natai 
Suddenly, there they were, three shopkeepers/ moustaches trim, black hair 
gleaming/ streaming on to the padded white platform/draping wedding sarf over 
their slim male bodies/to show the groom and his friends/red and gold and folded 
sarfl to be chosen for a bride who drank tea at home /with her mother and his 
sisters. 
(Impressions of parda, Reazuddin Bazar, Chittagong, October 1998.)1 
Roushan confirmed for me a suspicion I had had for a long time that one of my male 
Hindu colleagues was 'blocking' me from having close contact with his wife. I went home 
to Yusuf and Leila's residence irritated, and frustrated. I asked Leila and her guest (Priya, 
a young Hindu woman): "Why is he doing this? I thought only Muslim men tried to 
control women!" Leila said: "All Bengali men are the same, Hindu and Muslim are the 
same. All men try to manage their wives. We might look like we are free, but it's really 
natai, strings of the kite." Priya agreed. The social process that Leila referred to is 
commonly called "purdah", in Bangla ''parda "; it is one of the most frequently referred to 
social practices in desr,riptions of South Asian ( and Middle Eastern) society, and the one 
perhaps least understood. Parda is complex.2 
It is appropriate to place the lives of Chittagonian bhadramahila into a wider context. 
Rozario's study of Doria (close to Dhaka) encompassed three religious groups, Muslim, 
1 For Reazuddin Bazar see Panchlaish Thana map Appendix Four. 
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Hindu and Christian. Rozario contends, "Concern about female sexual purity in all three 
groups results in a loss of female autonomy and in male domination" (ibid), and 
generalizes about parda creating a view that resembles the idealized bhadralok household 
described in the previous chapter: 3 
Whatever the ideological differences, female sexual purity is of the utmost 
importance for all religious groups. For all three groups this is related to the 
honour, status and reputation of a paribar (lineage) except that with the Hindus it 
serves an additional function of maintaining caste purity. (1992: 102) 
Paul, describing changes in "female activity space in rural Bangladesh", writes of the 
strict form ofparda in rural Muslim households (1992: 2-7), and much of what she says 
could be extrapolated and again matched with the idealized Muslim or Hindu bhadralok 
household in urban Chittagong. In Chittagonian bhadralok households, especially in the 
families of the research group, the situation is less fixed. There is always the caveat to any 
generality about the 'real' world in urban Chittagong, people act and respond 
contextually; contexts and circumstances can and do change. 
As an overseas bideshi (and as a woman) it is easy to fall into the trap described by 
Feldman regarding changes in conventional patriarchy in Bangladesh. The trap is to fail to 
observe that "patterns of negotiation and normativity are often concealed by the discourse 
on purdah, [ constructing] a caricature of the subordinate, disempowered Bangladeshi 
woman whose mobility is spatially limited to the household compound and who, as a wife 
or daughter, is excluded from the labor force by a patriarchal male authority - be it her 
father, husband, brother, or village kinsmen. She is a woman who always grounds her 
sense of identification in an ethical and spiritual connection to Islam, not out of choice but 
out of ignorance"(2001:1098).4 Having accepted Feldman's comments, it must be pointed 
out that parda as a social process persists in Bangladeshi society. 
Writing in the late 1970s, Chaudhury and Ahmed commented: "Traditionally, the roles of· 
women in Bangladesh are domestic in nature and they have been relegated to play the role 
of a docile daughter, a compliant wife, and a dependent mother" (c.1980: 5). The lower 
status of women ( when compared with that of men) is seen as their "natural place", an 
idea ''upheld by strong cultural, mythological and religious beliefs" (ibid.). They then go 
on to describe parda as "one of the strongest means of oppression of women in 
Bangladesh ... "(7), but point out regional differences in the degree of rigidity of its 
2 Parda: literally "curtain" . Important historiographic studies of the changing patterns in the use of parda 
include Borthwick 1982; Roy 1996; Vatuk 1982. See also Feldman and McCarthy 1983, Feldman 2001 . 
3 The focus ofRozario' s 1980s study was the investigation of the "status of women in the context of drastic 
socio-economic change" ( 1992: 1) in order "to demonstrate in detail the ways in which class and in particular 
communal domination reinforce gender domination" (ibid). 
4 See also Gardner 1998. 
233 
application. The limited easing of parda they point to in the fields such as education and 
employment has continued. In urban areas such as Dhaka and Chittagong many variations 
of the practice can be observed. 5 
Amin and Lloyd comment: "The study of purdah and its evolution in Bangladesh has a 
long history, and there is now a reasonable consensus that the practice and meaning of 
purdah continue to evolve with changing circumstances"(2002:296). Not surprisingly 
then, given the fluid nature of Bangladesh society generally, the practice of parda is fluid, 
constantly being negotiated, influenced by exogenous factors ( e.g. the presence of NGOs 
in an area), and affected by shifts in household status, household income, and the age and 
status of individual women within a household. 6 
Parda historically has been used ideologically to control "women's powers of sexuality 
and fertility " and materially to legitimate and facilitate the use of "female labour and 
sexuality while also restricting women' s control of what they produce"(White 1992: 22).7 
A family residence, ghare, is the main site in urban bhadralok society for the maintenance 
of parda. Within the ghare relationships between household members are mediated by 
conventional practices. The person who controls the ideological and material aspects of 
parda is the dominant male in the household, but it is generally the mother/mother-in-law 
who sees to its implementation. 
Women are socialized to internalize parda, so that although Leila spoke of the control 
men exercise over women (natai), she and other bhadramahila know what is expected of 
them, and they either modify their own behaviour to conform to conventional norms or 
calculate the risk in challenging them. On the whole, even while trying to position 
themselves to take advantage of social reforms, bhadramahila in Chittagong conform to 
the spirit of the law regardingparda. Referring to Simmons et al 1992, Amin and Lloyd 
comment that female family-planning workers in the Camilla district8 have "reinterpreted 
5 Throughout their discussion, Chaudhury and Ahmed stress the significance of Islam in reinforcing and 
consolidating women's status (6). They say, "Islam is a strong force in support of patriarchy. It is explicit 
about sexual division of labour and in effect recognizes, male dominance"(9). 
6 Gardner argues that in Talukpur a new Islamic 'purism' has led to an undoubted increase in the outward 
forms of parda. At the same time she refers to women's comments that "also indicate parda is far from fixed 
and that there are alternatives" (1998: 213). Those comments led me to conclude that in remote Talukpur class 
is perhaps playing a stronger role in outward forms of parda than in urban Chittagong. Gardner points to an 
explicitly religious aspect of parda expressed by women in Talukpur. I observed that pressure from Islamic 
fundamentalists in Chittagong had increased in the interim between 1999 and 2001 , but the fact of Chittagong 
being a large urban area means the effect is diluted when viewed from a wide perspective across the city while 
being concentrated in localized areas, e.g. parts of Block B in Chandgaon R/ A. In a situation more reminiscent 
of Chittagong Gardner found that in Talukpur women held quite contradictory beliefs about parda (214). I 
note that some women told Gardner that parda was an "internal state"(ibid.). 
7 See also Papanek 1982; Roy 1996:93-94; Vatuk 1982. 
8 See Appendix Four for map. 
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purdah to mean modesty in thought, rather than modesty in dress as it is commonly 
understood"(2002: 296), a finding that replicates Rozario's (1992:95). 
In Chittagong, strict dress codes are still used to maintain modesty in social situations 
with people who are known, but once they live far from home bhadramahila wear more 
relaxed versions of the traditional §a/war kameez, i.e. a shorter more tightly fitted kameez 
and shorter §a/war, and will use the dupatta as an elegant scarf instead of as a breast 
covering, and they will sometimes wear jeans and T-shirts. Bhadramahila look forward to 
going overseas where they would only wear a §arf to a party, for everyday wear they 
choose jeans and shirts. Sufia, however, told me that she wore §a/war kameez and dupatta 
while she was in Denmark on a three-month study programme. 
Despite what they say about the beauty of the §arf, bhadramahila agree it restricts their 
physical movement. It can therefore ·be seen as an instrument of parda. Leila said: "Men 
want their wives to wear a §arf from the day of the wedding. They want their wives to look 
not so young. You cannot walk easily in a §arf or work easily. It stops a woman from 
moving around too much. If I have to wear a §arf all the time I will have to sit still on a 
chair all day."9 
The conversation with Leila followed an observation I made that Jahanara used to wear 
§a/war kameez when she was working at CHADEP, but now that she is home all day she 
wears a §arf. Leila had deduced that Jahanara's husband, Mowdud, had imposed the 
change in dress on J ahanara. 
Parda in practice can produce unexpected consequences for an overseas bideshfwhen 
confronted with a creative variation of its conventional form. At a wedding I attended in 
Chittagong in 1998, a young woman in a fashionable pink burqa introduced herself and 
asked if she could be my maidservant. She said if she came to my residence, her husband 
and her mother-in-law could only approve. I was bewildered about her motive and asked 
Sabina about her because they had been batchmates at Chittagong University. Sabina said 
that once the young woman married she had come under a restrictive regime in the home 
of her parents-in-law, and both her spatial and social mobility were curtailed. If, however, 
9 Jahanara had told me she wanted me to stop wearing §a/war kameez: "Lyn, I want to put you in a §arf." It is 
possible Jahanara' s intention was I should appear less ' free ' and thus more acceptable to Mowdud. See also 
White 1988:361-362. 
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she came to work for me that could be construed as a respectable occupation; her 
reputation would not be impugned. 10 
Rozario contends, "female sexual purity .. .is related to honour, status and reputation of a 
paribar [lineage]"(1992: 102), but in Chittagong concern about reputation is uppermost. A 
negative reputation can reflect adversely on family status, but more critical is the effect on 
the individual bhadramahila. Her reputation can be enhanced by her personal 
achievements - educational and professional attainments are regarded highly - but 
bhadramahila are subject to endless scrutiny, small deviations are noted and innocent 
actions misconstrued. 11 
Once a good reputation is established (by whatever means), bhadramahila can use social 
events to discuss a range of social and political issues. When they do, they are not acting 
conventionally. Having initiated a discussion of contentious matters, or begun a small 
NGO, a' good' woman will monitor her reputation by listening to adda reported back to 
her, and by intuiting from how other women respond to her how far she can take a matter. 
(Here I am using the term "adda" in a broader sense than in Chapter Four; it is used to 
convey the sense of gossip sometimes descending into calumny.) If a woman flagrantly 
ignores conservative norms she will be given negative feedback - other women will not 
talk to her, will talk about her and make sure that she learns of the adda, and her family 
will try to modify her behaviour. 12 Some bhadramahila will confront the adda and 
attempt to discuss the salient issues, but rarely with any success. Adda is used as a means 
of social control (natai) and is so widespread, and in its public form in arts institutions and 
universities so essential to bhadralok life, it would take social revolution to curtail the 
practice. No sign of such a revolution is observable in Chittagong. 
10 See Hussain and Smith 1999: 15. In addition, I later realized, the young woman's presence in my home 
would give her access to ' tradeable' information about the lifestyle of an overseas bides hf. Parda had not 
reduced the young woman to silence, her approach to me while pleasant was assertive. 
11 An interview in The Observer Magazine in 2001 reflects how a young bhadramahila can achieve personal 
freedom and status, even in a western country such as the USA, by following conventional bhadralok norms. 
Farah Mazid, the subject of the interview, was home in Dhaka from California where she works as a Senior 
Systems Engineer. Farah has lived in the USA for a number of years. She was asked: "What inspired you not 
to be totally Americanised like others do after living for a long time in the US?" Farah replied: "I came from a 
very respectable family. My parents are highly educated and well placed in the society. They took very good 
care for bringing me up, guided me to lead a disciplined life. I have been given .the best education available. 
Our family environment taught manners. All these in fact taught me how to adopt good elements and refrain 
from bad sides of the American culture." Farah was asked: "What are the secrets that made you a successful 
career woman?" She replied: "First of all strong detennination, working hard and leading a disciplined life." 
(The Bangladesh Observer 23 November 2001 :24) . In other words, it is possible to move in a foreign 
environment (USA) or in the baire and manage the effect of negative influences and benefit from good ones, 
by being determined and disciplined. 
12 Papanek, writing on the practice of parda in Pakistan more than twenty years ago, comments: "The crucial 
determinant of individual behavior appears to be a willingness to take risks; that is, given norms may be 
violated by women who do not expect their reputation to be seriously damaged" (1982: 193). 
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Women and women 
As we shall see below a bhadramahila who has the support of her guardian, i.e. her father, 
husband, older brother, or son has more latitude than one who does not. Ironically, and 
despite the practice of pardii, a married woman with children has more authority, and 
consequently more potential for an active life outside the home (if they are able to contain 
negative criticism), and far more autonomy, than one who is childless. 
Other women will always be a bhadramahila's chief critics - her mother, her sisters, 
sister-cousins (i.e. mother's sister's daughters), mother-in-law, sisters-in-law, and her 
batchmates. Neighbours will also be watching, sometimes from behind their curtains. 
Leila was told that she had been observed working inside her own residence without her 
dupatta. "How did the person know, if you were inside your residence?" "She was 
watching from her own residence across the street, peering through the curtains." "What 
difference does it make?" "She told Nila 's mother, and Nila 's mother told me. They will 
tell other women." 
In one case a notun bou (new wife) was criticized for not conforming to her low status in 
her husband's household. She would not 'pander to' her mother-in-law (e.g. by rising 
early to make her mother-in-law a cup of tea), and she asserted her independence by 
visiting her natal household after classes at university before returning to her in-laws' 
residence. This notun bou insisted her husband's family had to respect her professional 
status as a newly graduated medical practitioner and listen to her advice on medical 
matters (her husband is also a recently graduated medical practitioner). Her mother-in-law 
reported her behaviour to her son and as a result the notun bou and her husband argued a 
lot. 13 As I heard this second-hand and had no direct experience of what was happening I 
am left with impressions only. It seems, however, that the young woman was initiating 
moves to establish the future pattern of the marriage along lines that suited her, but as we 
will shortly see other forces could be affecting the situation 
The notun bou 's critics were her mother-in-law, her husband's sister and a sister cousin-
in-law (i.e. her mother-in-law's sister's daughter). The latter's comments were acerbic, 
and noteworthy because of her own situation. She had successfully negotiated a separate 
household for herself and her husband shortly after their marriage a decade before, and 
they now maintain a distance from her mother-in-law. Conversations with this woman 
( over both field visits) indicated that her expectation was that her sons and their wives 
13 See Jeffery's comments on this kind of situation 1998:223 . Chaudhury and Ahmed refer to the way "age 
hierarchy" in the ghare allies older women with "patriarchal hierarchy" (1980: 12). 
237 
would live in the sons' natal household as an extended family, and she expected her 
daughters-in-law would obey her. The apparent contradiction here might obscure what is 
really happening. The disapproving sister-cousin-in-law can only maintain her own 
negotiated position so long as she does not appear to be resisting the norm in general - she 
has made a case for herself and her husband and she sees no reason why that should apply 
to another woman. If she did insist on a general departure from the norm, i.e. universal 
reform of the extended or joint family system, she risks being called "individualistic". 
Each deviation from the norm is argued on a case-by-case basis, a matter I shall return to 
later. 
It is possible that a bhadramahila, constrained by a lifetime of parda in both her natal 
home and after marriage in the home of her affines, will seek to balance these experiences 
first by resisting them while a notun bou and later in life by dominating her son's 
household. I posed the following scenario to Sabina and asked her if it represented a 
typical bhadralok household arrangement: 
A young woman from household A, university educated and employed outside the 
home, marries into household B. Once she has joined her new home, her mother-in-
law insists that she cannot work outside the home even though young women from 
household B (in other words unmarried daughters) do. But at the same time a 
woman from household B continues to work outside the home once she marries into 
household C. Is this possible? "Yes, possible!" replied Sabina "But there is more. 
Once a young woman from household B marries into household C, she might 
continue working outside the home because her mother (the matriarch in household 
B) has insisted on that as a condition of the marriage contract. Her mother might 
want the support of her daughter financially. A mother can dominate more than her 
own household." 
In extending the example Sabina points to another factor, a bhadramahila 's influence over 
another household through her daughter. The notun bou mentioned above may have been 
visiting her natal household because her mother asked her to. Conflict in this case is 
played out between the n8tun bou, her mother-in-law, and her husband, but, behind the 
scenes, the strings of the kite are manipulated by her mother. 
While a girl is growing up, her mother, who will watch to see if her daughter is 
conforming to bhadralok social mores, and to elements in the construction of parda, will 
constantly guard the girl. Is her daughter's clothing modest? 14 Does she comport herself in 
public with dignity and decorum? Is she quiet in her speech? Is it 'sweet'? Does she 
respect her elders? A mother will read her daughter's correspondence, and her private 
diary. She will listen in on telephone conversations (sometimes using an extension 
14 Modest dress for a young woman would include a long kameez over her loose, i.e. not tightly fitting, 
salwar, and a 2-metre long dupatta . See also Rozario 1992: 85 . 
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telephone to do this). She might ask her son to take up a position outside the daughter 's 
room and eavesdrop on her daughter's conversations with friends. 
A boy's word is reliable, just as a man's word is - in traditional Muslim society a 
woman's word counts for less than a man's does. 15 In an attempt to manage her daughter's 
behaviour baire a mother will send her son, even if younger, to check on his sister, to see 
to whom she is speaking, or to 'accompany' her. In urban Chittagong, it seems that both 
Hindu and Muslim households protect their daughters in similar ways. A mother behaving 
in this way is protecting her daughter's reputation, and the honour of the family, i.e. her 
husband's family. She will do this in the interests of ensuring good marriage prospects for 
her daughter. 
Rani finds the lack of trust between mothers and daughters distressing. At the secondary 
college where she teaches (both females and males), she encourages young women to be 
open with their mothers, to share with them their feelings and ideas, to "build bridges" 
through open dialogue, but the young women are reluctant. Rani's advice is contrary to 
conventional bhadralok practice of keeping one's bhitore hidden. Her students say they 
feel spied on and that they have been 'betrayed' in the past after being candid. If 
daughters succeed in building bridges then their mothers would be implicated in the 
daughter's behaviour and would end up having to defend it against adda generated by 
other bhadramahila. 16 
One consequence of the constant surveillance is that young bhadramahila learn to 
circumvent it. Each afternoon at the British Council Library mixed-sex groups of young 
people, secondary school and college students, gather to study, use the Internet and to 
socialize. Bhadralok families would regard it a safe environment for their children to 
use. 17 I also observed mixed sex groups of young bhadralok at the occasional me/a I 
attended, and once Leila, her two sons, and I 'accompanied' her young sister-cousin and a 
mixed-sex group of her friends who wanted to visit a Trade Fair. The young women 
15 In traditional legal matters, as they relate to Islamic law, women's evidence is undervalued, a point Muslim 
men often made during the latter part of Ramjan. They stressed that even though their Prime Minister is a 
woman, her word would count for little in deciding the official date for the beginning of Eid_ul_Fitr. The 
decision had to taken by a man, or a committee of men. Amin's father (an agnostic Muslim) made the point 
each time I saw him during two celebrations of Ramjan to show me how absurd he thought Islamic law was. 
16 In some cases that obviously happens, but the incidence is rare among conservative Chittagong 
bhadramahila. On the other hand, I heard stories of fathers defending their daughters. One instance was when 
a bhadralok family was criticized by middle class neighbours because their daughter was attending classes in 
'traditional ' dance and music; the girl's father met and deflected the criticism. 
171 used to find notes tucked into books I was borrowing - notes in English that arranged meetings between 
young people. I surmised that I was one of the few people borrowing late 20 th century novels in the English 
language, and I do not know how disruptive my borrowing was of the trysting arrangements. Presumably 
young bhadralok are as adaptive and innovative as their parents and found ways around the unintentional 
intrusion of an overseas bides hf. 
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stayed together in a chatty, noisy group. They engaged in 'showy' behaviour (throwing a 
dupatta over a shoulder then re-arranging it across the breast, walking with an 
ostentatious 'scraping' movement, the noise from the movement apparently designed to 
draw attention to themselves), and ignored the young men almost completely. One of the 
young men who accompanied us confided his expectations had not been met; he wished to 
spend time alone with Leila's cousin. 
It is mothers who usually urge early marriage on their daughters, often insisting that the 
daughter marry before she had completed her tertiary studies. Again, this is employed as a 
protective measure, particularly by bhadramahila who have not attended university and 
who might have fears about the social environment there. The university campus would 
be construed as a dangerous place both from the point of view of free mixing of the sexes, 
and because of Shibfr 's activities. A young woman with a brother on the same campus is 
less likely to be pressured by her mother to withdraw from study and marry than one who 
attends university alone. 
Jahanara's mother was instrumental in organizing her marriage to Mowdud (her sister's 
son), because she and her sister both wanted their children to marry. J ahanara was married 
as soon as she completed her degree, but the delay until then was the result of her father's 
insistence she complete her education. Her mother wanted to protect Jahanara's reputation 
as a respectable woman by placing her in an early marriage; her father wanted to enhance 
her prospects of companionate marriage, insisting she complete her university degree. The 
matter was resolved in this case to almost everyone's satisfaction (perhaps not entirely to 
Jahanara's), but the positions adopted by Jahanara's mother and her father are intrinsically 
opposed. Sufia's mother, on the other hand, insisted on Sufia attending university, 
because she herself had been unable to take up a scholarship when she had been young; 
her gram was too conservative-young women did not attend university. 18 To some 
extent the differences in the mothers' attitudes is reflected in the differences between the 
marriages of the younger women. 
Friendships 
Walker's study of friendships among working, and middle class, American women and 
men draws on sociological studies of the phenomenon of friendship. According to Walker 
early in the 20th century Simmel "characterized friendship as an expressive relationship 
18 Leila comments she is the first woman from her gram to attend university (she says this even though she 
was raised in urban Chittagong). To this point, Leila remains not just the first, but also the only woman from 
her gram to attend university. For a brief historical account of East Bengali women ' s education in the early 
20th century see Molla 1986. 
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that involves the total personality and develops individuality'' (Walker 1995:274). Later 
sociologists have "characterized it as an emotionally supportive relationship or one that 
encourages personal autonomy and individuality''(ibid.). Others see it "as a voluntary, 
affective relationship in which equality is fundamental"(ibid.). Walker also quotes 
Giddens seeing friendship as "one of the relationships in which self-identity is formed and 
worked on"(ibid.). In summary then, friendships allow free and equal social relationships 
between people, who are generally not kin (but sometimes can be), and who are 
autonomous individuals. 19 Friendships thus categorized are rare in bhadralok Chittagong. 
At university a young bhadramahila has the chance to reinforce friendships made at 
school, and to form new ones. Sometimes, these friendships will be carried on into the 
workplace. The friends will be almost all other young women, but some friendships 
between women and men survive beyond university and the woman's marriage. A 
bhadramahila is unlikely to have friends, female or male, beyond her family if she 
remains inside the household after marriage. Roushan commented, "For us the family is 
meant to be sufficient". Nevertheless, Roushan has kept up friendships she made while 
working at CHADEP, even though she has spent more than three years out of the work 
force helping to care for her mother-in-law who suffered a stroke in early 2000. 
In a society where men openly express affection to each other in public - exchanging 
kisses when they meet, holding hands when walking together - it is equally noticeable 
that women rarely touch each other.20 I asked a number of bhadramahila about both this 
and the fact that so few had close friendships with other women. The answer I was given 
to the first 'fitted' with the answer to the second. In each case, the controlling feature is a 
woman's relationship with her husband. Both Hindu and Muslim bhadramahila say the 
reason they are so reluctant to touch other women is that from childhood they are raised to 
accept the only intimate touch allowed them is from a husband. Maya and Rani both said 
they had not thought about the issue before I asked them, but each independently said 
much the same thing, and once again it is possible to interpret their responses as evidence 
of parda as practised in bhadralok families: "I suppose it is because when I was a little 
girl my mother told me only my husband could touch me, and then a barrier went up 
against anyone touching me." Rani said she had observed that women in the gram (where 
social restraints are often more flexibly applied) openly touch each other. 
19 Werbner comments, close friendships between Pakistani migrants in Britain "are often idiomatically 
recategorised as kin ... yet friendship ties differ crucially from kin ties since they constitute crucial 'bridging' 
ties" ( 1999:28). 
20 More than once bhadramahila recoiled from my affectionate embrace. It is not what respectable women do. 
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White describes mutual help and informal co-operation between women in rural 
Bangladesh and expresses surprise at an earlier finding by McCarthy (unpublished MA 
1967) "that half the women she interviewed said they had no friends"(l988: 321). From 
that point White reviews literature by Pastner, Sharma, Vatuk and others, and concludes 
that in part McCarthy's (and Mayoux' based in West Bengal) findings could be connected 
with the nature of "the Bengali term for female friend, 'bhandhobi' ... this can have both a 
general and a specialised meaning. In the second case, it is quite formal, amounting to 
virtually a fictive kin relationship"(322: fn33). 
Whenever I used the term in Chittagong I used the English word, as did my bhadramahila 
friends, Leila, for example, when introducing me to the shopkeepers at Newmarket. 
J ahanara repeatedly used the term "friend" when speaking to, and of, me; she also used 
the phrase ''for the sake of the friendship ... " I believe they were all using the term in the 
ways sociologists have done (see Walker above). Implicit in their use, and in the forms of 
social relationship that they sought with me, were the ideas of equality, autonomy and 
individuality. When, however, they speak of other bhadramahila, especially those with 
whom they have studied at university, their preferred term is "batchmate". A batchmate 
can be a friend, but the way the term is used implies an explanation for the relationship, as 
if an explanation were necessary: "We are close because we are batchmates ". 
In discussing friendships between bhadramahila, women said that after marriage a 
husband expects his wife to give up her friends, except maybe one or two. Rani 
commented that when she tried to maintain friendships, her friends bowed to pressure 
from their husbands to discontinue contact. If they are lucky, bhadramahila might be able 
to maintain an intimate relationship with a sister, but the same conditions would apply-
their sister's husband and mother-in-law would have to consent to the relationship. 
Generally after marriage the husband's friends become the wife's friends, but a wife 
cannot become too close to her husband's friends because, if she did, her husband would 
become jealous and spiteful. 
B hadramahila agreed such a situation can lead to loneliness, but they said even when they 
had a close friend they were reluctant to share any disappointments about life with her. 
Again, the reason they gave was the conditioning they had received in childhood from 
their mothers. Sufia also commented it was difficult to maintain friendships because there 
was so little time available; after a busy week at work, Sufia likes to spend time on the 
one-day weekend with her husband and son, but at times like Eid_ ul _Fitr she tries to 
spend time with friends, i.e. batchmates and colleagues, visiting them in their households. 
If she did go out 'too much', people would 'talk' about her. The other times she uses to 
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'catch up' with friends are weddings, and family visits after the birth of a child or the 
death of a family member. 
One impact of conventional restrictions on social contact is that bhadramahila who are 
not in the work force often lead lonely, bleak lives. Those who have, with their husbands, 
opted for a single family residence, close to but not actually with the husband's family 
often have little contact with anyone other than their husband and children (and they are 
likely to be away for the best part of the day). As we have seen there is no easy formula to 
apply in those situations where young bhadramahila live conjointly with their husband's 
family and married bhadramahila may or may not have good relations with their 
husband's family. Many spoke of their envy of the ease with which chhotolok women 
share joys and sufferings with each other. Maya conjectured that bhadramahila, as a class, 
will not be able to achieve personal freedom until the barriers between them are broken. 21 
Women and men 
Rozario makes the point that in Doria middle class (Rozario' s term) women who 
benefited from micro-credit programmes still had their economic enterprises controlled by 
the men in their households (1992: 103). Doria seems, as I have mentioned, even more 
conservative than Chittagong, but this pattern of male intrusion into women's domains is 
consistent with the narratives contained in the histories of the Bengali social reform 
movements in the late 19th and early 20th century. 
I observed a similar pattern in Chittagonian households, particularly in those where the 
husband was "only recently out of the village". Husbands instruct their wives on 
household duties, "today, clean this floor,· have you finished cleaning that room?" and 
control household finances and family diet either by their control of household shopping, 
or by direct instructions about what food should be prepared, and how it should be 
cooked.22 
21 And that is exactly what western middle class women were saying in the 1960s! 
22 I was involved in negotiations in every household I visited about the nature and quantity of food I could eat, 
and often found myself in conflict with the dominant male who attempted to control, for example, what I 
might eat for breakfast, when I might eat, and with whom I might eat. I made the point to one man that his 
own wife ate rice only once a day, so why was it he insisted I should eat it three times a day? He assured me 
his wife had 'fought' in the early days of their marriage for her right to eat rice when she chose- presumably I 
needed to fight for my own rights. In Jahanara's household, her father (visiting the household for an iftar 
meal) using rag screamed at me that I had to eat what he chose because this was a Muslim household, and in a 
Muslim household "man is dominant!" During his outburst it became clear that Mowdud, not present because 
of work commitments, had given instructions as to what I was to eat and how long I was to stay. Jahanara's 
father was trying, I believe, to see his son-in-law's wishes were complied with so his daughter would not call 
down Mowdud's wrath by failing to meet his demands. I can see this was an extreme case, but incidents in 
other households indicated the differences between households were of degree rather than of kind, and many 
bhadralok complained about their relatives ' insistent manner in the serving of food. 
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Historically in Bengal, reforms in the fields of education and employment have had 
greatest impact on bhadramahila.23 Social change has resulted from outside pressure 
being applied by colonial administrators in the 19th and early 20th centuries, 24 and more 
recently by international donors of development aid money. Initially, change occurred 
when indigenous men responded to the pressure, and subsequently women responded 
after seeing the possibility of improving their social and spatial mobility. A father's role is 
paramount. Southard, discussing early 20th century bhadramahila active in the Bengal 
Women's Education League, says that "[t]he fact these Brahmo women had supportive 
fathers and husbands behind them was a decisive factor in their emergence as leaders of 
the women's movement in Bengal"(1984: 71).25 
In West Bengal, however, Lahiri-Dutt and Sil, noting the "specificity of the time period 
under observation" (2004:270), state the bhadramahila in their study "with a few 
exceptions ... achieved economic success with little or no help from their partners, 
families, or external sources" (ibid.). 26 
In Chittagong, the historical practice of male support for bhadramahila engaged in either 
social reform or personal (individual) development continues. Most of the bhadramahila I 
know emphatically state that where they are today in terms of advancement and 
achievement has been possible only because a father/brother/husband suggested a 
Appadurai, writing on cook books in contemporary India, comments: "Food in India [for which read South 
Asia] is closely tied to the moral and social status of individuals and groups ... Food is never medically or 
morally neutral" (1988: 10). A bhadramahila can circumvent the male intrusion into the kitchen by 
experimenting with recipes, learning different ways of preparing ingredients from day-time television 
programmes and by swapping and comparing notes with her sisters and sister-cousins. Some of the variations 
I encountered included fried rice, fried noodles, and stir-fry. On the whole, however, I noticed in most 
households bhadramahila were more concerned with gastronomic than culinary issues (i.e. with eating rather 
than with cooking). See Appadurai 1988: 11 . 
23 Since 1971, social refonns have penetrated all levels of society, all parts of the country. Many NGOs 
specialize in working with women in the gram. There have been significant advances in the areas of family 
planning (Balk 1994, 1997; Basu and Amin 2000; Caldwell 1999: Egero 1998; Simmons, Mita and Koenig 
1992), female adult literacy (see UNESCO data showing Bangladeshi female [15+ years] literacy rates rose 
from 26.9% in 1995 to 30.2% in 2000 - a base figure is 17.2% in 1980) and female economic development 
(Rozario 1992; White 1992; Yunus 1997, 1998). 
24 Chatterjee observes that, after the 1850s when Indians began to open girls ' schools: "The spread of fonnal 
education among middle-class women in Bengal was remarkable" ( 1993: 128). The example of two women 
Chandramukhi Bose (1860-1944) and Kadambini Ganguli (1861-1923), illustrates "what Bengali women 
could achieve in formal learning: they took their bachelor of arts degrees from the University of Calcutta in 
1883 , before most British Universities agreed to accept women on their examination rolls . Kadambini then 
went on to medical college and became the first professionally schooled woman doctor" (ibid.). 
25 Southard adds: "On the other hand, the supportive atmosphere of their homes undoubtedly muted the 
militance of their feminism" (1984: 71). It is outside the scope of this study to delve into Gandhi ' s concept of 
passive resistance. I note, however, Katrak' s comments (based on Jayawardena) regarding Gandhi ' s 
recognition of "female strengths" - "the dual impulses for obedience and rebellion against authority" 
(1992:396). 
26 Their study was conducted in 2001 among Hindu bhadramahila living in Burdwan (population 300,000), a 
mofussil town 1 00kms northwest of Kolkata (Calcutta); they refer to " ... India' s liberalizing economy of the 
1990s" that "encouraged the rapid rise of a middle class and expanded urban amenities" (2004:270). 
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programme for change, helped them initiate it, and supported them while they undertook 
it.27 
Sufia's late father-in-law eventually had been very supportive of her work at CHADEP 
having first expressed concern about Sufia travelling from the family barf in 
Chickandandi to Chandgaon. When he discovered that CHADEP provided transport for 
all staff, both to and from work, he approved, and also encouraged her to undertake field 
trips and study overseas. Roushan' s plans to go back to work outside the home have 
recently been put on hold once more because in early 2004 she gave birth to her second 
child, a daughter, but her husband not only supports her desire to return to the workforce, 
he urges her to start as soon as she feels comfortable to do so. 
Relationships within the ghare affect the public site of social change. It is within the 
household a woman negotiates with her male guardian (her father and brothers, husband, 
father-in-law) for her right to work outside the home. Customarily, her guardian will 
inspect her workplace, accompany her to job interviews, meet her senior colleagues and 
supervisors, and accompany her to work on her first day of employment, which in cases of 
staff employed to work in 'centres' away from Chittagong includes travelling to the 
' centre' and seeing their female kin settled.28 
As discussed earlier a father will negotiate rights on behalf of a bhadramahila, helping to 
guarantee some independence for her after marriage. In discussions regarding the kabin a 
father might argue for his daughter's right to complete her tertiary education, to work after 
marriage and to restrict the children born to the marriage to two. 29 In circumstances 
similar to the one described by Sharma in respect of Hindu families in North India 
(1986:129, et seq) some families might go so far as to choose a husband for a daughter on 
the basis of these conditions. On the other hand, senior female members of the woman's 
family might not approve of the kabin conditions, and will closely monitor what is 
resolved, and, as we have already noted, some mothers attempt to extend their authority 
into the household of a daughter's affines. 
27 The models for these women are well known in Bangladesh and include Begum Rokeya Hossain and Sufia 
Kamal, both of them writers and social activists whose activism was supported by sympathetic male kin. 
28 I asked Hosnia about her first day at work at a centre two days travel from Chittagong: "Were you 
nervous? " "Why should I be? My father and mother were with me." 
29 See Basu and Amin 2000, on the dramatic decrease in fertility rates in the whole of Bangladesh; also 
Caldwell 1999; Amin and Lloyd 2002. 
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Wives and husbands30 
In August 1998, Arjun and Uma invited me to attend a film screening and discussion 
organized by the Chittagong branch of Nari Forum (Women's Forum) and the British 
Council. 31 The film, Rahima, made jointly by Nari Forum and BITA,32 was a documentary 
comprising interviews and a dramatic reconstruction that told the story of a Muslim 
woman whose husband had amputated her left hand and lower left leg and right ear during 
a fit of uncontrollable rage. Her case had been taken up by women lawyers in Chittagong 
and their efforts succeeded in having the man charged. He was found guilty of criminal 
assault, and sentenced to seven years in prison. 
At one stage in the film, during an interview with the man's other wife (his first wife; the 
victim was his second wife, i.e. co-wife) the audience, almost all bhadramahila, gasped. 
Uma leant over to tell me that the woman had been complaining about her co-wife, saying 
she was neither obedient, nor docile, enough to meet conventional standards of good 
wifely behaviour. The first wife maintained that the victim had deserved her punishment 
because she had not complied with the edict that a good Muslim woman should find her 
'paradise' under the 'feet of her husband'. This is the stereotype about Muslim marriage. 
Roushan (a Muslim woman) articulated the stereotype about Hindu marriage: "everyone 
knows that a Hindu man is as a god to his wife . .. "33 The concept is not unique to 
Chittagong. It is common among Hindus across South Asia, and Beech describes the same 
"worship" of the husband in Hindu Calcutta (1982: 120-121). In Calcutta in the 1980s, and 
in Chittagong today, however, "there is considerable ambivalence about such worship on 
the part of educated middle-class women"(121). In both places a combination of women's 
resistance, and husbands' reluctance to being worshipped, has led to abandonment of at 
30 This section presents a mostly gri1mner picture of bhadralok marriage than in earlier Chapters. 
31 My notes tell me thirty-five women and thirteen men attended; one of the speakers (a woman) was from the 
Bangladesh National Women Lawyers' Association. Participants included lawyers, writers,joumalists, 
academics, British Council staff, and representatives of a number ofNGOs. One of the women, an academic 
from Chittagong University, told me women are divided - "divided politically, divided religiously" . 
32 BITA: Bangladesh Institute of Theatre Arts. At the time, Rani was an actor-member of BITA, employed on a 
permanent part-time basis in their action programmes. She was one of the team that produced the film. I think 
the day I attended the film screening would have been the first time I met her. 
33 Chaudhury and Ahmed point to an important difference between Muslim and Hindu marriage: the fonner is 
a "contract between individuals" and as such conditions between the parties can be stipulated, both must 
consent before a witness, and divorce is lawful; the latter "is a sacrament", a woman 's consent is not required 
and divorce is not possible (1980: Chapter3 : Women and Law). Kotalova has an extended description and 
analysis of the stages of Muslim marriage ceremonies 1993:Part Six. For descriptions of traditional marriage 
arrangements in Hindu society see Inden and Nicholas 1997, and Nicholas 1995; for a summary see Harlan 
and Courtright 199 5: 5-8. See also Venna 199 8. Lindenbaum argues that changing marriage patterns in 
Bangladesh/East Pakistan post 1960 were occurring simultaneously in Hindu and Muslim communities (and 
she reports that Nicholas, and Friedlander, had observed similar shifts among Hindus in West Bengal in the 
1920s and 1960s ). The change shifted responsibility for the bulk of gift-giving at the time of marriage from 
the groom' s family to the bride' s. "In the past the focus of marriage was a desirable bride, and the groom 's kin 
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least one aspect of worship: touching a husband's feet, i.e. the act of taking the dust 
(ibid.). In Chittagong elder Hindus also prevent their social inferiors from performing the 
act of deference, at least in public; in mofussil areas and in the ghare the practice 
continues. 
Figure 13: building housing the British Council Library, Chittagong 
Both Hindu and Muslim bhadramahila explained how a girl is socialized (by her mother 
and by the example of practices within her parents' marriage) to think positively of her 
husband, to always find something good in his character that can be said to counteract any 
of his poor qualities or deficiencies. I found when women were most irritated, or 
frustrated, by their husband's behaviour, they intoned almost as a mantra, "He is always 
kind." "He always tells the truth." "He is very thoughtful." "He always thinks of others." 
The little incantation often expressed the very opposite of what I had observed the 
husband had done, or not done, and in that sense could be said to counterbalance the 
negative effects of his actions, so negative substance-codes are not absorbed. 
--The incantations were also presumably designed to cool tempers, and meant for public 
consumption, because, in private, women were more candid. On the whole, bhadramahila 
see their husbands, and men more generally, as impractical in household matters, as well 
as in matters such organizing travel (including applying for passports and setting up 
itineraries), and banking, but they rarely say that to husbands. 
Some bhadralok men disparage their wives, humiliating them in front of family and 
guests. Muslim men exploit the potential availability of divorce. One man, when 
introducing his wife, said: "I married her when she was only seventeen. We have been 
married for seventeen years, and I am thinking I will divorce her and find another young 
wife." In the context it was clear that his comment was meant as a 'joke', but his wife's 
bore the economic costs. Now, greater attention is directed toward a desirable groom, one with a monthly 
salary" (1981 :396). 
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downcast eyes, and subsequent silence, implied she was not amused. In another household 
a father teased his children: "I think it is time I took a second wife. Will I divorce your 
mother?" The children wept. 
Are situations like this meant to be funny? Was I being too sensitive to 'women's status'? 
How should I 'see' these situations? Razia and Maya, among others, were clear that they 
took these matters seriously, they were not amused. The mother in the second incident 
above told her husband he should leave the household, not her. Despite the prevalence of 
companionate marriage and the negotiations between spouses for their individual 
development, implied threats are used to keep a woman 'on her toes' and aware of her 
proper 'place' in the household.34 
Because household income is critical in maintaining bhadralok standards and household 
reputation, in the interests of helping to sustain their husbands' promotion prospects and 
job security, bhadramahila often attend social functions associated with their husband's 
work. On the whole Yusuf and Leila are quite at ease with the mixing that occurs at 
company social events. Leila enjoys dressing in her most elaborate sarf, adorning herself 
with her best ornaments/jewellery, and going out to meet Yusuf s colleagues, and the 
senior executive staff who are all overseas bides hf. Leila is comfortable about sitting with 
the 'executive' wives, sharing experiences about motherhood and family life, learning all 
the time about overseas bides hf customs and also what is required of Yusuf in his new job. 
Not all women are so happy. Bhadramahila who themselves lived in a companionate 
marriage (based on a 'good understanding') were often negative in their comments on 
others' marriages. They talked of the dilemmas faced by women who want to support 
their husbands, but find at social gatherings they are expected to chat, and even dance, 
with their husband's work colleagues, with whom they might not share any relationship. 35 
34 See a short story by contemporary Bangladeshi writer, Hasan Azizul Huq, about the plight of a notun bou, 
whose dreams of happiness in marriage have been shattered: "In Search of Happiness" 1990. 
35 Chittagonian bhadramahila told me of a woman they know (and like and respect), who has to suffer the 
ignominy of attending social functions attended by her husband's mistress. Attia Hosain's short story "The 
First Party" (1997) captures the dilemma bhadramahila face in having to attend these social functions. See 
also Anita Desai 's short story" Farewell Party" (1997). Tagore's novel Ghare Baire, of course, explicitly 
deals with the consequences ofNikhil's act of bringing his wife, Bimala, out of parda and into contact with 
San dip, the political activist. Shamsul Alam, in his analysis of the role and situation of social reformer and 
novelist Taslima Nasrin, comments on the "postmodemity" of contemporary Dhaka: 
In posh residential areas of Dhaka, there are enclosed shopping malls for foreigners next to 
traditional open bazaars. In an essay in Nirbachito Column [Selected Column], Nasrin 
describes an upper-class party scene in Dhaka ... where all the women speak fluent English, 
drink alcoholic beverages (a sure sign of modem living in a puritanical Muslim society), 
receive kisses on the chin from their husband's male friends, and flirt with them. This is a 
party for Dhaka's new rich, created by the flow of international capital. Although the women 
at the party seem modem and progressive, they still identify themselves as "Mrs. Ahmad," 
"Mrs. Chowdhury," and so on. In other words, their self-identity still derives from their 
husband's and they remain the sole caretakers of the house and the children (1998: 455). 
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While there was no dancing, or any music, at the CHADEP-connected social events I 
attended, I noticed male colleagues usually turned up alone; the reason could have been a 
reluctance to expose their wives to the baire and to bides hf influences (not necessarily 
mine). When I asked where is your wife, the reply was usually that she did not like to be 
with a lot of strangers. I was never able to decide if that was just an excuse given by men 
who preferred to attend alone, or a genuine expression of a wife's feelings. I think either 
could have been the case depending on who gave the answer, but it is also definitely the 
case that some bhadramahila are reluctant to be seen as an accessory to their husband's 
career aspirations. 
Rani was critical of women who are quiescent, who stay at home, spend huge sums of 
money on clothes and jewellery and allow themselves to be used as a prize to be shown 
off. They are complicit in their own oppression. Rani and Dinu find most of their 
university friends, once they have married, want only to talk about clothes and jewellery. 
Rani commented she felt a university education had been wasted on those women. Dinu, a 
Hindu woman, added that she found Hindu women more socially and politically aware 
than Muslim women, who, she said, "only wanted to gossip." 
According to Prindle, and following the distinction made between service-holders and 
businessmen, Chittagonians hold the view "service-holders are collectively more educated 
than businessmen and value education more highly'' (1988:270). Rani holds a similar 
view and says Chittagong has a "business culture" and bhadralok (in the context meaning 
"middle class") were often "not educated''. Bhadramahila from outside Chittagong might 
be thinking about "education and jobs, but in Chittagong bhadramahila whose families 
are in business are more interested in 'display' and 'showing'." 
My impression, however, was that daughters of business families were more likely to be 
university educated than sons who graduate from high school and go straight into the 
family business. It is after they have completed their studies that daughters are married off 
to (older) rich men who keep them, as Rani insisted, "as a toy in the house". These 
bhadramahila can be happy because they have "status, jewellery, car, land ... " Rani, 
wishing to distinguish herself from the bhadramahila of business families, added, "How 
do [ could] I marry a rich man?" To illustrate her comment she described a bhadramahila, 
a batchmate from university, also a graduate in sociology, who had succumbed to the 
temptation of material possessions. When they met at social events the batchmate was all 
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the time "gossiping about material items. Seriously I became estranged because I thought 
study should enlighten her. "36 
Bhadramahila as individuals in Chittagonian society 
I commented to bhadramahila on the familiarity of stories they told of family and 
household arrangements that had a negative impact on women's social and physical 
mobility. Many of the situations they experience now are similar to my experiences from 
my childhood, adolescence and early adulthood before 'second wave' western feminism 
began to take effect in the 1970s. Their first reaction was always to say: "Is this possible?" 
Their second was to point out there are no social structures, state or private, to support an 
individual bhadramahila who chooses to act unilaterally.37 Women are, at the same time, 
expected to argue as individuals for any desired change in their personal social conditions; 
each woman argues her own case on its specific merits. Women are also complicit in the 
oppression of other women either through generating ( or spreading) scandalous rumours, 
or by explicitly withholding sympathy from women in trouble or need. 38 
When Yusuf heard from Leila about my complaints about the Hindu man (described 
above) he offered advice: "Do not interfere. Let his wife sort it out. If she wants to see 
you, she must tell her husband to arrange a programme with you." When I said I had no 
intention of interfering, but neither did I wish to be used (after all, the man sedulously 
maintained contact with other overseas bides hf women, his bhadramahila colleagues, and 
me), Yusuf refused to 'see' my point. 39 
Yusufs advice resonated; I had heard similar comments from other bhadralok men (not 
only in reference to relationships between bhadramahila and me, but in situations where I 
had no involvement at all). They are cleverly separating into two opposed parts one of the 
received truths about bhadralok companionate marriage and of contemporary 
developmental philosophy. In a 1989 discussion about rural women in Bangladesh, 
Nazmunessa Mahtab expressed the 'truth' thus: 
Women must help themselves by changing their attitudes towards themselves . 
. . . Not only should men change their attitudes to women, but women too must 
change their attitudes towards themselves . 
. . . For development and equality of women in all spheres it is essential that the 
change is initiated by the women themselves rather than being imposed on them as 
36 Rani ' s criticism is implicitly based on a bhadralok sense of day itto to the samaj. 
37 See also Sharma on India 1986:4 
38 On this last point see also Feldman 2001: 1109-1110, and Bardhan (1991: 169). 
39 Note that even if the woman did wish to see me, she could only do so if and when her husband arranged a 
programme with me. In the circumstances I could only leave the situation alone. The wife ultimately did 
arrange to see me, and I have no idea of the cost to her of doing that, but I was unhappy such a situation had 
been allowed to develop. "Ah! This is natai!" said Leila who watched the unfolding story with great interest. 
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at present. .. It is needless to say that the roles of both men and women are equally 
important in this regard and both have to work simultaneously to bring about 
change. (1989:228-229) 
Bhadralok men who espouse a position similar to the one Yusuf presented above are not 
working to bring about change. One wonders how much change can occur when 
bhadramahila are blocked in their efforts by the men in their families, i.e. when men 
refuse to loosen or hand over their control of natai - the strings of the kite. 40 At the same 
time, bhadramahila who are active in rights movements in support of chhotolok women 
do not necessarily support each other. I found no evidence of a bhadramahila movement 
in support of bhadramahila ! Jeffery, viewing similar situations from a feminist viewpoint, 
says that women's agency is not necessarily feminist agency (1998:223). She also makes 
the point that "if women do not use their agency in collaboration with others, individual 
women might ameliorate their own situations, but systemic gender inequalities will be 
untouched" (222).41 
Lahiri-Dutt and Sil, however, assert "that an individual woman has immense abilities to 
bring a change to her social space without any acquaintance whatsoever with political or 
other group organizations ... collectiveness does not always have the last word; an 
individual's attempt is no less powerful in changing the meaning of social space" (261). 
They also argue that in Burdwan bhadramahila "are creating for themselves invisible 
revolutions, and immense changes are taking place in how ghar and bahir are 
defined"(270). In Burdwan, ghare and baire "are no longer mutually exclusive of each 
other" (ibid.). 
In Chittagong, it is, of course, collaboration with others that is prevented by the successful 
manipulation of the ghare-baire duality and of parda by conservative bhadramahila and 
the men with whom they are in partnership. As we have seen, less conservative/more 
progressive bhadramahila would be constrained to do two things simultaneously to 
successfully challenge systemic gender inequalities: i) form a collaboration with other 
bhadramahila and thereby challenge the norms of ghare-baire within their own 
households; ii) in collaboration with others openly and publicly challenge the norms of 
ghare-baire in their samaj. In other words, and following Gaonkar, they would need to 
both interrogate the present and re-imagine conventional mores (Gaonkar 2000: 14-15). 
40 See also White 1988: 110. 
4 1 Two decades ago Chaudhury and Ahmed acknowledging the lack of collaboration between women asked 
rhetorically: "We still need to explain why women fail to band together to protect themselves from 
exploitation" (1980: 11 ). Part of their answer was that "[ w ]omen accept the differences in privileges and rights 
with little or no bitterness" (ibid.) "Patriarchy is reinforced by Muslim and Hindu families"(ibid.). They 
I\ utline the life-cycle and legal restrictions women face and state "potential resistance to patriarchy is 
ndennined by age hierarchy that allies older women with patriarchal interests"(l2). I doubt many 
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That would be a revolutionary step, tipping on its head a system that has served the 
bhadralok (including bhadramahila) quite well for more than a century. 
Over time, however, bhadramahila have achieved change incrementally, through means 
of "creative adaptation using traditional resources" (Taylor 2001: 183). They have based 
their 'modernity' project of greater physical mobility, greater personal autonomy, and 
greater control of their individual lives, on the mythologised life stories of women like 
Begum Rokeya Hossain and the revolutionary Pritilata Waddedar. 42 Who would provide 
contemporary bhadramahila with a new model, with a new challenge, one that would 
show them how to move (abruptly) beyond the dominant conventional norms? 
Much has been written about Taslima Nasrin, novelist and social activist, and to some 
extent her life presents a new mythology. Nasrin is, however, not held in high esteem 
inside Bangladesh. Many bhadralok (women and men), who are both sympathetic to the 
causes she espouses and appalled by thefatva delivered against her in 1994, are at the 
same time repelled by what they see as her aggressive and culturally inappropriate 
behaviour. I understand that what they are saying is not that a woman should not hold and 
express views such as hers, but that the manner of her expression is counter-productive 
and has had a seriously deleterious impact on the effectiveness of the women's movement 
in Bangladesh.43 
The conservative nature of Chittagonian society constrains bhadramahila more than the 
more open society of Dhaka would (and some choose to live away from Chittagong for 
that reason). If they want to move freely around Chittagong, in mixed-sex groups, 
bhadramahila are especially careful to present a 'correct personage' so as to limit 
negative gossip. As in the rest of their lives, bhadramahila are sensitive to how they are 
'seen'. Rita instructed me how to sit 'properly' in a riksa; Leila gave instructions on how 
to walk in the street without causing 'talk' .44 Gardner comments that bhadramahila 
'balance' their public activities: "Without compromising their modesty, women can attend 
college, have salaried work, and enter public spaces, so long as they are involved in 
bhadramahila would object to the last claim, while most would be appalled to think that they "accept the 
differences in privileges ... " as Chaudhury and Ahmed thought women did twenty years ago. 
42 On Rokeya Hossain see Husain 1986. Waddedar was involved in the Chittagong uprising in the 1930s. 
43 For a discussion ofNasrin's work an_q __ qf the atva against her see Alam 1998; Feldman 1998; Jeffery 1998; 
Siddiqi 1998; see also Nasnn.7 -994.TC1s possible the-stand taken by Hosnia and Pntilata (see below) will have 
-an effect. Althougr--at -=e-=-y~ar--e---,.a~c-mg as individuals they also act within a social setting- ghare and the 
workplace. What they say and do can be observed by other, younger, bhadramahila. Young women do look to 
older women as models and Hosnia and Pritilata consciously acts as models. 
44 Female overseas bides hr often make the mistake of wearing a sarf too short, and bhadramahila are quick to 
point out the fault and to insist another sarf is purchased (Leila helped me buy my first sarf, a Baranasee from 
India, so that I confonned to decent standards). 
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respectable and prestigious activities (such as shopping for saris, or visiting a relative in 
hospital)" (1998: 215). 
The dilemma facing many bhadramahila in urban Chittagong is that, having been raised 
by conservative mothers to be respectable according to bhadralok mores, to achieve an 
independent professional status ( something their fathers and husbands wish for them) they 
have to 'break' many conventional codes, e.g. the code about having no close contact with 
males from outside the family, the restrictions on moving about unaccompanied in the 
baire, and codes regarding dress. It is noticeable bhadramahila living in Chittagong, but 
whose desh is elsewhere (particularly in the district around Barisal), are more relaxed in 
their attitude. 
Rokeya, Morshed's wife, is a good example of the more relaxed way bhadramahila from 
outside Chittagong approach life. She helped clear up one of the small mysteries I 
encountered in Block B. Across the street from the CHADEP is an unusual complex of 
buildings, built from local materials and enclosed in such a way it is possible to see only 
the walls and roofs of the small buildings in the compound. 45 It resembles a rural barf. 
Occasionally, while I was working at CHADEP, I noticed groups of women fully covered 
in black burqii emerge from the compound. "What is that building opposite?" I asked my 
colleagues. Always the answer was that no one knew. I was puzzled by their indifference 
to something in their environment, but have realized the only way people had of finding 
out was to ask, and expressing either curiosity or interest in the building might be seen as 
not quite respectable. 
Rokeya had no such problem. When she and Morshed moved their residence to the street 
behind CHADEP, they also overlooked the 'mysterious' compound, and because her 
interest was piqued Rokeya crossed the street to check. Women living in the compound 
told her it was a Jama 'at_i_Islami funded compound, and only women and their children 
(most from rural areas) lived in it, usually on a short-term basis. Rokeya was unabashed 
about being in the street without burqa, even though all the women she met at the 
compound always wore one when moving outside. Neither was she worried by the social 
implications of showing interest in a matter not directly connected to her household. For 
all her efforts, however, she was never able to discover the precise purpose of the women 
coming to live there. One surprising result of her enquiries was that women from the 
45 Looking down on the compound from the second floor of the CHADEP building I could see women were 
moving around inside the compound. Once, as a group of us waited in the street outside CHADEP for the 
micro-bus to take us home, a group of seven women, all wearing burqa, came out of the compound and 
entered two riksa. "Look at the crows!" exclaimed Sabina. 
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compound came to her residence one day to see if she had room enough to accommodate 
the overflow from the compound. Rokeya declined the offer to become involved.46 
Leila and I heard the story from Rokeya when we visited one afternoon. Leila was 
delighted to know the story of the compound, but was a little surprised at Rokeya' s 
temerity - it was a more direct and open approach to the matter than Leila would ever 
dream of taking. Conventional Chittagonian bhadramahila would be reluctant to be seen 
so publicly expressing their curiosity. I noticed, however, no one referred to Rokeya as 
'individualistic' - only that she was from Barisal and those women were less conservative 
than women in Chittagong were. I conclude that Chittagonian bhadramahila, while 
feeling bound by convention especially while they are in Chittagong, do not necessarily 
expect bhadramahila from elsewhere to rigidly conform to Chittagonian conventions. 
All Chittagonian bhadramahila, irrespective of their religious belief, are likely to be more 
socially conservative than bhadramahila in Dhaka, but they are aware of, reflect on, and 
discuss changing patterns in social codes and constantly negotiate for a better position for 
themselves. Changes have also been occurring in religious values. Robinson in his survey 
of the impact of 'modernizing Islam' since the late 18 th century asserts that Muslim 
women have come under additional pressures because of the requirements of their 
religion. He describes the burden placed on women by 'this-worldly Islam' and refers to 
the tensions created by conflicting emphasis on "family and community on the one hand 
and individualism on the other"(1997: 14).47 
Before marriage, and after if she becomes a 'single' woman again, a woman has no 
expectation of a free sexual life; her sexuality is entirely bound into marriage. At the same 
time bhadramahila refer to the fact they know bhadralok men enjoy sexual freedoms, 
both before and after marriage. Husbands have affairs, they leave their wives, they 
divorce their wives, and the wife's inadequacy is presumed to be the cause.48 It is a wife's 
46 For an analysis of the work of Jama 'at_i_lslami among rural women see Shehabuddin 1999a. 
47 Robinson rests his argument, in part, on an analysis of the central role played by manuals such as Maulana 
Ashraf 'Ah Thanawi 's Bihisti Zewar, in fashioning and controlling the nonns for acceptable social behaviour 
among Muslim women. In using these manuals, especially in the early to mid-20th century, bhadramahila 
were tacitly acknowledging the growing importance of the self in 'this-world Islam'. Maulana Ashraf's 
manual is prescriptive in its advice to Muslim women, who were increasingly expected to accept individual 
responsibility for salvation. In finding ways of meeting the newly developed responsibilities bhadramahila 
had to find ways around conventional restrictions. In the process they learned to test boundaries, without 
alienating themselves from their families and their communities (1997 :4,7). In reading Barbara Metcalf' s 
translation of Bihisti Zewar (Metcalf 1990) I found some of the aphorisms sounded familiar and asked some 
bhadramahila if they knew of the Maulana's treatise. They all said no; some also said perhaps their 
grandmothers had read it, but that, generally, modem educated Bangladeshi women would not. That, of 
course, does not negate the Maulana's influence, which could well have been transmitted verbally throyg 
generations. Gilmartin' s discussion on reformist social debates in the late 19th and early 20th century also 
raises the issue o m egrating the personal into the family and the samaj (1998: 1076-1077). 
48 See Rozario on sexual desire in Muslim society, 1992:89-91 
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dayitto to both satisfy her husband sexually and tend to all his needs, so that he is happy, 
so that his life is 'fine' .49 Bhadramahila not only absorb the blame in a marriage 
breakdown, they expect other bhadramahila to openly talk about their 'fault'. 
One of the situations where women's lack of support for each other is evident is in cases 
where women are 'alone'. In the 'west' a woman might be able to depend on government 
social welfare systems (widows' pension, single parents' benefit, or unemployment 
benefit, and subsidized universal medical care) as well as on informal support from her 
family and friends, and institutional support from women's NGOs. 
If a bhadramahila is deserted, divorced, or widowed, she might be protected by a well-
negotiated kabin and a substantial mehr, and her brothers might be prepared to help her, 
but she will still have diminished social status. 50 She will almost always live in poverty 
and be dependent on others financially. Women seem reluctant to live in the same 
household as their married brothers; it could be, therefore, difficult to return to one's natal 
home where the dominant female is a brother's wife. 51 
Kotalova says, "singleness in Bangladesh is universally perceived as a most unnatural 
state"(l 993: 194). A woman marries because it is 'natural', 52 and because it is her dayitto 
to marry, her dayitto to herself, i.e. to her personal reputation, to her family and to her 
§amaj. In this instance the use of §amaj is capable of two interpretations: Muslim and 
national. The two are sometimes one, and as we have seen in Chapter Three sometimes 
separate and in conflict. When I heard it used to argue the necessity for a woman to marry 
I inferred from the context the speakers meant the nation. The layers of dayitto, self, 
family, and §amaj are not believed to be in tension in an idealized world, but often are in 
reality. 53 
Because a bhadramahila achieves status and identity through marriage, her husband's 
position in society, and her motherhood, defines hers. Some Chittagonian bhadramahila 
resist these conventions; from early childhood they also learn how to adjust to constant 
49 The husband's corresponding dayitto is to provide for the economic security of the family; many husbands 
of course do much more - in a companionate marriage a husband will attend to his wife' s happiness. 
50 See the story of the 'beggar girl ' in Chapter Two above. Once when Leila and I went to visit Razia, Razia's 
two sisters came to the residence. One was bright and lively; she was well-dressed and socially poised. The 
other was, in every way, dull. I wondered, to myself, if perhaps she was ill. As we walked home, Leila asked 
if I had observed the difference between the two visiting sisters. She said the quieter one is a widow. She does 
not go out much in society and as a dependent member of the family is expected to stay in the background -
not ' show' herself. 
51 Ayesha, who is still unmarried, does live in her natal home with her widowed mother, her brother and his 
wife and daughter, and that household seems happy and affectionate. Both Bosnia and Ayesha appear to play 
a nurturing role within their natal families. 
52 Sen raises the issue of what is regarded as 'natural ' and how the concept is used to limit female capabilities 
(physical, intellectual, and social), in his discussion on gender inequalities (1995 :260 et seq). 
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redefinitions. 54 Ewing quotes Manisha Roy's seminal work on Bengali women: "Women 
must be capable of adjusting to their own roles and to others, both as role-occupiers and as 
individuals (with idiosyncratic needs) so that conflict can be avoided" (1991: 141). 
One morning during a break from domestic duties, I commented to Leila I had noticed 
some women are only ever known as "Mrs. K. or Mrs. Y ... " and that it is difficult to get to 
know them as individuals. I might never learn their personal names. 55 As later became 
obvious when I asked Leila the name of our visitor, Razia (who Leila only remembered as 
being called: "Nila's Mother"), knowing another's name is not necessary to conduct social 
intercourse. It is essential with older women one meets to establish their relationships, i.e. 
she is X's wife or Y's mother. Who they are, i.e. their social identity, is largely dependent 
on the man/men in their family, but a woman with children is frequently identified by 
their names alone. 56 
Leila and I discussed Sajeda's wedding where I noticed the wife of the CHADEP CEO sat 
in a position of honour and all night other women came up to her to acknowledge her. 
Leila said: "I don't have to go up to her, I don't have to oil her. I have my own identity ... I 
am Leila." The CEO's wife, however, has had both her identity and her social status 
defined by her husband' s position, and her motherhood of three children. Maya, on the 
other hand, asserted at our first meeting: "I am Maya N. [giving her family surname], I am 
never called Mrs Arjun." I should add that neither was Maya known as her daughter's 
mother. Leila and Maya, both now in their early·'forties' are a little unusual for their age 
cohort in the matter of name/identity, but many younger women ( say those below thirty-
five years in age) seem to have dispensed with the use of husband's name. They prefer the 
use of the title "Ms" in conjunction with their given and father's name. 57 
"She's changed now, she's become a professional lady. "58 
A woman who chooses to remain single, particularly a Muslim woman, is regarded as 
socially deviant. If she is prominent in her workplace, as an achiever or as an activist, she 
is likely to be called a ''professional lady". I gathered from the context expression was 
tantamount to calling a bhadramahila a whore. A 'professional lady' will have every 
aspect of her life subjected to close and constant scrutiny. "Why does she need to work so 
late?" "Why does she choose to work after hours when only men are in the office?" "Have 
53 See Jeffery' s comments on "politicized motherhood" 1998:225-226. 
54 See Whittaker' s definition of identity 1992: 199, and Moore 1994:36-37. 
55 Neither Muslim nor Hindu women ever use their husband 's personal name in public or in front of persons 
from outside the family. See Beech on Calcutta 1982: 118. 
56 See White 1988: 133 , and also Alam' s comments quoted in fn .36 above. 
57 I do not know if they are referred to as their own child' s mother in some (conventional) social settings. 
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you noticed she talks like a man? She takes the lead in discussion?" "I saw her sitting in 
the microbus close to a man who had his arm across the back of her seat. "59 "Is this 
possible - she will not marry?" "How can she satisfy her desires?"60 
Scandalous rumours are not the sole preserve of Bangladeshis, but I noted particularly the 
way in which the practice in Chittagong as a universally accepted way of describing 
(particularly) bhadramahila. The practice is also carried out in such a clandestine manner 
it is difficult for a bhadramahila to 'get to the bottom of matters', or to 'bring things out 
into the open'. Redress at either institutional or a personal level is simply not available. I 
watched bhadramahila try and fail. 61 
In the late 1990s, Hosnia (a Muslim) announced to her family and then to her batchmates 
and some colleagues she wishes to remain unmarried. She has been under considerable 
pressure from her family, and from senior male colleagues at work, to accept a 'suitable 
husband' .62 As circumstances change, as time passes, until she reaches the end of her 
childbearing years, the sense of urgency felt by her extended family, who, I understand 
from adda, believe that significant status issues are involved, will increase. Hosnia simply 
cannot choose once and for all; she will be constrained to re-argue her decision a number 
of times. She will need all the skill in argument and negotiation she can muster, and draw 
on 'social credits' she has acquired over time to sustain her identity as a 'respectable 
woman'. In cases like this, and there were two or three similar ones among the group I 
worked with, the progressively well-received presentation of a case, built on widening 
personal experience baire, contributes to the confidence and self-esteem of the supplicant 
assuring a reasonable chance of long-term success. 63 
These bhadramahila challenge both normative patterns of household relationships and 
conventional patriarchy, which " assumes a naturalized role for women as mothers and 
58 Yusuf referring to a former CHADEP colleague, November 2001. 
59 I was alerted to the significance of this comment when a colleague asked me if I had seen the photos taken 
at his gaia h6lud. He said: " We are sitting together (meaning he and I) and I have my arm across the back of 
your seat." I was alarmed by his comment, so I checked all the photos he was talking about. In none of them 
does he have his arm across the back of the seat when I am actually sitting next to him, only when he is alone. 
Does he imply he is absorbing substance-code from where I had been sitting? I concluded from his remarks 
that it is too easy for a bhadramahila to be compromised. 
6° Kotalova has an extended discussion on the negative impact of frustrated sexual desire in her Chapter 1 7 
"Why do all women marry? - Metafertility and unavoidability of marriage for women" ( 1993: 190-194 ). Aziz 
refers to "scandalous rumours", often generated by relations and neighbours that are used to comment on 
young women remaining unmarried. His research was based on a rural area north of Chittagong ( 1989:65). 
61 See also Rozario 1992:85-86. 
62Her family once tried to elicit support from management at CHADEP in the search for a husband. This 
young woman was not unique. In late 2001, she was one of five women of similar age (all 'batchmates ') I 
knew at CHADEP who had not married, not all of them Muslim. One of those, Rita, married in March 2002; 
she and her husband migrated to New Zealand later that year. Uma married in May 2004. I conjecture that the 
other two hold a similar personal position to their colleague described above. 
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caretakers" (Feldman 2001: 1099). They are also challenging the authority of their 
guardians (father, or, as in Hosnia's case, older brother). One significant aspect of their 
. 
decision is that they do not have to leave their father's household for a husband's. They 
will not become outsiders in another's household. 64 Although they will not become 
mothers they still have a nurturing role with children of married brothers with whom they 
share a household and of the-women they work with in the field. 
Hosnia's challenge is both expressly stated in the ghare of her natal household and in the 
ghare of the CHADEP workplace and known about in public. People in the baire, i.e. 
beyond her family and household, do not have to infer from her 'singleness' that perhaps 
she does not wish to marry, Hosnia tells (i.e. 'shows') people. Hosnia is challenging the 
men in her family to hand her control of natai; she will employ considerable skill in 
judging how to balance her "agentive capacities"(Harris 1989:605-606). She will pose 
questions: "How much will my attributes as a good community worker outweigh the 
negative attribute of my 'singleness'?" "How should I account to others (outside the 
family) for my continued presence in the household of my married brother?" "If I assert 
myself in professional discussions in the workplace how will I balance this behaviour 
when I am in other social settings [ e.g. weddings]?" "If I wish to travel abroad to study 
how can I convince my family and my professional colleagues that such an activity is an 
advantage to not only myself, but to them as well?" "How can I 'show' people I am not 
changed and that I am still a respectable woman?" She might also consider how to 
balance the benefits of increased mobility against a potential loss of authority - an 
authority already limited because she is neither married nor a mother. 65 
Some single bhadramahila, looking to their long-term future, were also making provision 
for their own retirement, so that they would not have to depend on brothers, and had 
investments in property and shares. 66 In the cases where they live in natal households, or 
within a brother's household, their incomes contribute to household finances. All the 
same, in a society where a woman's social identity is conventionally bound in with her 
husband's, they will experience difficulty for the rest of their lives - a risk they seem 
prepared to take, because they want to remain independent, and because their commitment 
to social reform consumes their productive time and creative energy. 
63 See Bardhan who quotes a study by Kishwar (1988) on growth in self-esteem among women engaged in 
social activism (1991 : 177). 
64 See Kotalova 1993 : 16-1 7. 
65 See Balk 1997. 
66 See White: "Women ' s 'personal ' assets and income" (1992:126-129) and "Land and Property": 129-135, 
and Lahiri-Dutt and Sil ' s study of women in West Bengal 2004:267-268. On single women 's contribution to 
household finances in North India see Sharma 1986: 125-126. 
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Feldman proposes "a re-imagining of patriarchy that shifts from a view of gender relations 
as an independent factor that determines women's physical and social mobility, rights, 
and resource access to a set of relations within an ongoing process of mediation centered 
in the economy, household organization, family relations, and conflicting structures of 
meaning"(2001:l 100). Feldman's project is academic; Hosnia's is personal and applied; 
there is congruence between them. Hosnia (and Pritilata's) experience in life so far and 
their conscious reflection on those experiences have helped them re-imagine their lives. 
The territory they are entering is uncharted; as well as imagining new destinations they 
need to imagine new pathways in order to reach those destinations. Is this possible? 
Bhadramahila in the baire 
A distinction has to be made between women's spatial mobility and social 
mobility ... greater freedom of movement does not necessarily lead to change in the 
status of women. (Rozario 1992: 103-104) 
Dickey's study of middle class households in South India leads her to conclude that 
women in those households control the "symbolic aspects of the domestic realm ... The 
home is central to the construction of class identity and difference, and women hold 
primary responsibility for this" (Dickey 2000:481-482). She emphasises the importance to 
these women of differentiating between 'inside' and 'outside'. She comments that "inside 
and outside are particularly class marked"(ibid.). The role the women play outside the 
home "contributes directly and quite publicly to the economic and symbolic bases of their 
families' class standings"( 463). 
Recent reforms in women's role and status in Bangladeshi society are predicated on an 
increased female presence in the public sphere. Rozario' s comment above raises the issue 
of what happens when bhadramahila begin to use the baire. 67 One result is a strong 
reaction from male Muslim religious leaders, and from conservative (Hindu and Muslim) 
men. Older, more conventional, women are also often disapproving of the changes in 
female spatial mobility. 68 
In quotidian use of the baire, women become 'invisible', a situation that relates to lack of 
acknowledgement rather than to not being seen. 'Invisibility' can also be about lack of 
67Rozario looks specifically at the world of women's work out of the home, women emerging as community 
leaders, and most importantly at the work of non-government organizations (NGOs) which still dominate in 
the fields of community development, micro-credit, health and education. 
68 Balk, 1997, analyzes the comparative differences between increased spatial mobility and authority. She says 
in rural Bangladesh "that, although positively correlated, mobility and authority are conceptually distinct fro • 
one another ... they are detennined to a large degree by different co-ordinates"(l 69). Husain and Smith, again l 
in a study based in rural Bangladesh, found that while "women ' s age, working status, sex of household, 
membership of non-government organizations, and access to media, had significant associations with the 
likelihood of women's freedom to go outside the house or visit a health center ... higher education had no 
impact on women's physical mobility" (1999: 177). 
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respect and hostility. In Chittagong, men frequently spit in the street directly after a 
woman has passed, will make obscene comments, attempt to stroke women's breasts, 
and/or call out abuse. On public transport, men stare at women, and jostle them. 
Chittagonian bhadramahila say they enjoy going to Calcutta in West Bengal because 
"men do not stare at you all the time there .. . we are free there to come and go ... we can 
walk on the streets ." 
The absence of unaccompanied bhadramahila in any number on the streets, in shops, and 
in other public places in urban Chittagong, reflects the class-based use of public spaces 
even in modem Bangladesh cities. Chhotolok women are constrained to move around in 
the baire to travel to work (in textile factories, on building sites chipping bricks, and in 
transit to domestic service in bhadralok households), and are, therefore, much in 
evidence. 
Two physical locations, however, have been affected by the greater spatial mobility of 
bhadramahila: new (up-market) bajar and shopping malls, and the workplace. 
Maintaining the conventional separation of ghare-baire, in Chittagong it is still the 
custom among bhadralok families that the men shop for household food supplies - they 
go to the bajar in the evenings after work. This behaviour, i.e. separating food into two 
categories purchasing=baire=men's work and preparation-ghare=women's work, is also 
found in contemporary middle class Calcutta, but there "employed women do more 
grocery shopping than non-employed women"(Dutta 1999: 169). 
In Chittagong, men also shop for women's clothing.69 The practice of the groom and his 
male family members shopping for the bride's sarftrousseau is still common. An increase 
in fashion boutiques is changing the pattern somewhat. Boutiques are more of a woman's 
milieu; not many men are seen in them, and sales assistants are young bhadramahila 
(some with university degrees) , but women travel to boutiques in chauffeur-driven cars, 
and male children might ' accompany' them, so their respectability is guaranteed, and their 
reputations protected. 
B hadramahila frequent tailoring shops in Newmarket and Chittagong Shopping Complex, 
and as mentioned above, young bhadramahila congregate at the British Council. 70 
Younger unmarried bhadramahila, i.e. older than twenty years but younger than thirty-
five years, like to n1ove freely around Chittagong, meeting friends at shopping malls and 
cafes, travelling by riksa and 'baby taksi ' . It is clear that Sabina, Rita, Uma and their 
69 I found it strange that men conducted stalls selling women 's underwear. 
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,friends and batchmates have been habituated to enjoying considerable spatial mobility, 
but the increased violence in the city is now restricting their movement. Once they marry, 
they are further restricted by conventional mores governing the lives of married 
bhadramahila. 
Bhadramahila often experience difficulty when moving around in the baire. At any time, 
any woman is socially inferior to any man with whom she does not share family or 
household relationships. One way men in the workplace, and in the street, have of 
asserting themselves is by asking questions, or making loud comments. Leila frequently 
had coarse epithets hurled at her by riksa drivers when she took her early morning driving 
lessons through the streets of Block B, and, "She is trying to take a man's job away" was 
a regular comment. She also recounted an incident of being verbally harassed by 
Bangladeshi Immigration officials at the international air terminal in Dhaka when she was 
leaving the country with her sons to join Yusuf in Bangkok. They rudely cross-examined 
her on the purpose of her visit to Thailand, making comments that she said were 
"bicchiri"71 and embarrassing to her in front of her children. 
I told Roushan I was affronted by the personal questions my male colleagues sometimes 
asked me. Roushan said that all women were habituated to such questions. "And the rough 
looks?" "Silent interrogations" were not confined to interactions with strangers. More than 
once in the workplace I found myself returning eye contact to a male colleague whose 
gaze was either hostile or sexually charged. I told Roushan I found it odd that a woman of 
my age would be subjected to scrutiny I could only describe as lascivious; it was 
disquieting. She replied she had experienced similar harassment, and added: "I am not 
pretty or beautiful ... men look like that at all women." 
Bhadramahila and employment 
( ;eech ~Jg on Hindu women in Calcutta in the late 1970s, says typically they "take 
·obs tcv~ money'' (1982:127). Her study included women from East Bengal, i.e. the 
present Bangladesh, who were affected by the dislocation after partition in 194 7; some 
were refugees from communal violence during the 1971 war with Pakistan. According to 
Beech the East Bengali were over-represented "in many urban professions" (ibid.). She 
continues: "The greater education and greater representation in professional and 
bureaucratic positions is as evident among employed women as among employed 
men"(l28). The factors that led to this situation included "rapidly decreasing birth 
70 In Dhaka it is common to see mixed groups of young bhadralok in coffee houses and ' take-away' food 
outlets. 
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rate"(ibid.). In both this study and a much later one by Dutta, also in Calcutta, the pressure 
of economic need prevailed in creating women's push to employment. 
Lahiri-Dutt and Sil' s even later study indicates a shift in attitude. Some women pursue 
personal interests and work outside the home in the face of criticism from parents-in-
law;72 two are single women who are supporting themselves financially from their own 
income (Lahiri-Dutt & Sil 2004). Although their families benefit from extra income, in 
the cases cited by Lahiri-Dutt & Sil identity and self-esteem were compelling factors. 
Sharma's late 1980s study of Hindu families in Shimla (North India) revealed, "decisions 
about women's employment [are] the result of rational choices between alternative 
strategies and options" (1986: 149). Decisions were affected by both material and non-
material factors, e.g. loss of status. Individual women and her family members, however, 
place their personal interpretations on these factors, and individual women from different 
households "may evaluate the same costs or benefits differently''(l50). Because of this 
Sharma was reluctant to generalize (ibid.). 
Since the 1980s, increasing numbers of bhadramahila in Bangladesh have begun paid 
employment outside the home, but overall numbers are still very small. The majority of 
women in employment are chhotolok rural women.73 They have enjoyed freedom of 
movement outside the home for some time now, e.g. before the War of Liberation women 
were the main workers in jute processing factories. Today some of these women work in 
textile factories close to their villages, others travel daily from their village to nearby 
cities by public transport, and others have moved to live in working women's hostels in 
urban areas. 
Notwithstanding the prominence of women, and their achievements in gaining reforms in 
the employment sector, and increased economic independence, strong counter forces are 
at work. Bagchi and Raju comment: 
Time and again, the signals we receive from studies in this volume are that 
women's power relative to men rests to a great extent on their participation in 
solidarity groups and their capacity of networking. The rural females appear to be 
relatively better off than their urban counterparts in this respect with their extended 
kith and kin support. (1993:242-43) I l_ 
71 
"Bicchiri" : literally "nasty" or "ugly", but Leila said it meant, "dirty". 
72 Shanna says Hindu families in north India also benefited from women 's income, but "the idea [ of] earning 
money is not an intrinsic part of the female role"( l 986: 129, emphasis in original). 
73The compelling factor in producing this freedom h~s been the need for an income to supplement household 
finances. See Bardhan 1993. 
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Figure 14: women's hostel, at entrance to Block B, Chandgaon RIA 
B hadramahila experience greater difficulty than village/rural women do in achieving the 
spatial mobility necessary to apply for, and hold, work outside the home (Paul 1992:5). As 
we have already seen, in Chittagong even if a bhadramahila is well educated she might 
not go to work because the questions are always there, whether stated or not: "Is there 
some problem? Does her husband need the extra money?" "Is there trouble with her 
mother-in-law?" 
When they are at work, and even in NGOs with a so-called 'gender equity' policy, many 
bhadramahila find themselves in situations where conventional patriarchy dominates 
workplace relations. Some of these are women who have already negotiated with the men 
in their households for the right to take salaried employment. Others, of course, are in the 
workplace because their families have long supported their women as active participants 
in the baire. I do not believe they are happy about replacing that hard won freedom with 
conventional patriarchy in the workplace. 
Sarah White points out that the trend towards Islamization in Bangladesh "has been to 
some degree in tension ... with the capitalization by the state on the opportunities afforded 
l 
by the 'discovery' of 'women' by the W estem aid community"(l 992: 14). The pattern of \ 
response, i.e. tailoring programmes to meet donor conditions, has been in place since 1975 
when the United Nations launched International Decade for Women. Many development 
projects funded by the United Nations, international donors, or foreign countries, have 
specifically targeted Bangladeshi women. NGOs in Bangladesh are required to meet 
quantifiable quotas in respect of women's advancement. White, arguing from work by 
Guhathakurta, maintains that Ershad was able to capitalize on the prominence 
internationally of 'women's issues' "to gain resources, and to ride the 'women-and-
development tide, so gaining legitimacy for his rule"(15). 
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All the same, possibilities have been created for women in Bangladesh. When 
bhadramahila talk of their work outside the ghare, or their desire to return to work, their 
comments follow a consistent pattern. The need to go to work is based more on a 
pragmatic than a moral approach, although bhadramahila will raise both moral and ethical 
factors in their arguments. Bhadramahila frequently comment on the risk of de-skilling by 
being out of the work force or by being under-employed at work. They are proud of their 
intellectual (academic) achievements and aware of the need to upgrade skills and to 
further their knowledge so as to be functional in a changing world. 
Roushan believes Chittagonian bhadramahila sometimes waste their time and talents and 
that people in other districts are more 'practical': "If a woman is literate she is wasting 
her time if she is not working." At one stage, she engaged in a business venture with one 
of her former work colleagues. He designed and silk-screened sarf, Roushan, working 
from her residence, managed exhibitions and sales in galleries in Chittagong. 
Sufia articulates the pattern: "I have a Masters in Social Studies, if I am not involved in a 
job it is not wise. I am always trying to learn every day. I am always continuing my 
education otherwise it is blocked." Sufia's comments, and Roushan's, also reflect 
bhadralok consciousness of dayitto to the samaj. If a person has intellectual capacity and 
training then it is incumbent on her/him to employ the capacity in their own interests and 
in the interest of the samaj. There should be no waste. 
Roushan also feels that the ambiguity inherent in many bhadramahila lives is evidence of 
male hypocrisy. Men, in particular, follow "two standards - women at home, women at 
work." In the ghare they subscribe to conventional norms and say they believe in the 
stereotype (a demure, obedient, beautiful wife who 'sits idle' thereby demonstrating a 
man' s capacity to support his wife and children), even when the actual situation does not 
conform. Women at work are well respected for being educated and competent, but when 
they are depicted as partners in programmes another stereotype is being constructed. 
Roushan feels it is regrettable bhadramahila field workers who teach gender awareness in 
the field cannot teach the women in their households. Presumably if those other women 
cannot be taught, then the bhadramahila field workers conform to household conventions 
when they are in the ghare, or as we have seen is often the case, argue for their own 
autonomy without being able to share the benefits with others. 
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"all women" - in summary 
In the bhadralok world view it appears there is a category 'woman', and all women, 
regardless of ethnicity, social class, religion, age, and physical appearance belong to the 
category. In the baire when the category 'woman' is employed, the 'person' of the woman 
is not counted as relevant. In the ghare, family relationships regulate social interactions; 
the relationships women have with each other and, importantly, with the males in the 
family, are negotiated within conventional boundaries and the category is mediated 
through familial relationships. Once, in a conversation with a male colleague, I demurred 
about being questioned, the man replied, "You are like my mother. I can ask you any 
question I like." He was making an effort to 'fit' me into a category that allowed intimacy, 
but his response also indicates that a man while respecting his mother sees her as a person 
inferior to him because she is a woman. 
We are dealing here with another aspect of 'identity' in Chittagonian bhadralok society 
and with processes that, despite the modernity of the society, point to traditional values 
that distinguish modern bhadralok society from 'western' models. McDowell asserts: 
The sense of oneself as a certain sort of woman, defined by class, 'race', religion, 
age and so forth, is given meaning by the actualities of everyday experience. And 
this experience itself is a complex series of cross-cutting locations in which the 
significance of different aspects of the self varies. ( 199 6: 41) 
Extrapolating from McDowell's comments, we can conclude that modern 'western' 
women expect to develop a sense of self through quotidian experience, as bhadramahila 
do. As adult individuals we have considerable control over the construction of our identity 
and our sense of it. On the other hand, bhadramahila, unlike 'western' women, have their 
sense of identity conferred on them, by family, social superiors and conventional social 
mores. 74 I bear in mind that Leila has claimed she defined for herself "who she is", but the 
force with which she expressed those sentiments indicated to me that Leila felt 'outside' 
conventional mores by making the assertion. Consequently, bhadramahila sometimes feel 
that there is a gap between "who they are" ( bhitore) and "who they are ascribed as being" 
(baire). Razia said as much, and other bhadramahila implied the same as Razia. 75 
When placed in a deep historical context ( one, say, that reaches back a hundred or so 
years) bhadramahila lives today are obviously very different to those of the late 19 th 
century. A range of possibilities has been opened up: full participation in education, 
74 To some extent, of course, this holds true for men as well. A man, however, has much more control over 
that aspect of his personal identity than a bhadramahila does. 
75 See Alcoff s comment: "Sexual difference, then, must be inserted within history as well, rather than 
assumed as a universal which transcends historical location. There are differing accounts of its meaning, its 
origin, its degree of plasticity, its implications for theory"(l 996:21 ). 
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democratic participation in the desh (locally and nationally), fertility control, individual 
ownership of private property, and, more recently, later marriage and employment outside 
the ghare. In urban areas, female spatial mobility has become more common. Yet not all 
bhadramahila share in, or have chosen, these liberating reforms, and parda, sometimes 
more as an ideology than as an actual process, persists. There is a process occurring that 
creates opportunity and the potential for a new social imaginary for all Bangladeshi 
women. 
My contention is that the process places stress on many urban bhadramahila. Confronted 
by pressure to 'modernize' (join the work force, become active in the samaj), and 
simultaneously with social pressures to conform to the models of the ideal Muslim woman 
depicted in religious manuals, Muslim bhadramahila are often in a conflictual situation. 
The pressure seems no less severe on Hindu bhadramahila. The lack of cohesion among 
,, bhadramahila hinders widespread social change; much of the change that does occur is 
individuated. 
Bhadralok women and men are grappling with the dilemmas created by the pressures of 
post-colonial reform movements. The evidence suggests that, not surprisingly, they prefer 
to find answers consistent with their own cultural and religious values, and their own 
history. Some elements in their changing world alarm some of them; they question the 
value of change to the extent of denying change in themselves or seeing it as 'bad' in 
others. Whenever change does occur, it is always in the context of the family. As 
bhadralok test the limits of possibilities, and seek ways to integrate change into daily life, 
they manage the shifts in the status of women; bhadramahila seek ways of taking control 
of the production of their identity. More and more, and in culturally appropriate ways, 
they demand control of natai, and that is no more obvious than in the workplace. It is, 
however, one thing to demand control, but another matter when conflict ensues once a 
demand is made. 
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Part Three: Conclusion 
What happened in the end? The question drew me short. The end was not 
a concept that applied particularly to that story - which, as it happens, 
involved one of the characters embarking upon another story in which 
one of the characters tells another story and ... you know the genre, 
Ganapathi. But even more important, 'the end' was an idea that I 
suddenly realized meant nothing to me. I did not begin the story in order 
to end it; the essence of the tale lay in the telling "What has happened 
next?" I could answer, but "what happened in the end?" I could not even 
understand. 
Tharoor 1989:162 emphasis in original 
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Overseas bideshi sometimes struggle with what appear wildly contradictory statements, or 
to n1ake sense of actions that apparently contradict assertions. When a Bangladeshi begins 
a story with a dramatic assertion ( or begins a description of religious belief with a 
categorical and prescriptive statement) it is important to recognize that it is the beginning, 
and that part of the process of beginning is to establish a dominant position in the 
discourse. Once the narrative begins, the listeners take up their positions, peppering the 
speaker/narrator with interrogatives that help keep the story flowing: 
Ke? Kothae? Kokhon? Ki? Kaemon? Keno? 
Who? Where? When? What? How? Why? 
Only when all the contradictions are played out, and all the possible completions 
explored, are discourses complete, and a search for meaning can begin. It is important 
always to watch for what is 'shown', arid to know that what might appear as an 'end' is 
not. 
In the early 21 st century Chittagonian bhadralok live complex lives. Pressures of urban 
over-population, with the concmnitant risks posed by 'strangers-', 'muscle power', and 
cmnmunal violence, 1nake quotidian life stressful and sometimes dangerous. 
Bhadramahila experiet1ce extra risks when they choose to leave_ the protective bo-µndaries 
of the ghare to take up public life in the baire. At times they find that they have 
exchanged one form of patriarchy for another. They discover that even if they have 
personal autonmny in their households, at work they come under the non-negotiated 
authority of senior men - they are in other words subject to the controls of nat;__~-j the 
strings of their kite are in the hands of others, usually males. The workplace is a site of 
achievement and of unresolved conflict for both women and men. 
The bhadralok who participated in this project fit within the Chittagonian bhadralok 
status group while at the same time displaying important differences in their approaches 
to civil society and in their personal beliefs. While they belong, they are not 
representative, e.g. on the whole they are secular. Many are members of families with 
long traditions of social and political activism. In those families, both women and men 
have become involved in political dissent (street marches, civil disobedience, and in one 
case actual revolutionary, i.e. quasi-military, action), and in initiating com1nunity 
development programmes to facilitate participation in de1nocratic institutions, e.g. local 
government. In those families the commitment has been so strong that members who fail 
to maintain family traditions come under pressure. Many who have reduced their political 
participation c01npensate by maintaining links with local national and international 
activist and dissident groups through the Internet and participation at international 
conferences and seminars. 
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At the same ti1ne, as members of the bhadralok status group participants in this project 
maintain ties with the mainstream of the Chittagonian bhadralok samaj. They are not 
separate from it despite their dissident religious and political views. Maintaining a 'good 
reputation'; i.e. how they are seen within their own samaj, is a major preoccupation in 
their management of quotidian life. They participate in social and religious activities that 
characterize the Chittagonian bhadralok samaj generally. Marriage and child-birth 
celebrations, funerals, for the Muslims keeping the fast during Ramjan and celebrating the 
two Eid, and for Hindus the celebration of Durga Puja, are as important to them, and 
taken as seriously, as within the wider samaj. 
I have used the paired dimensions of existence which characterize the Bengal ·world and 
which are used by Bengalis (regardless of geographic or political location) to analyze and 
describe their world. Two of the pairs, ghare-baire and desh-bidesh, have been in use as 
analytical tools for some time (perhaps longer than a century) and recent academic 
discourse, seeking to define and explain Bengali society, has drawn on them. I introduced 
a third pair, bhitore-baire, without claiming that they were my creation - my use of them 
is a response to an observation made by one of the participants in the project. An indicator 
of social maturity in bhadralok society is a person's skill in employing these paired ' 
di1nensions. I argued that Chittagonian bhadralok use them in their management of 
i1nportant relationships within their samaj, and with the desh and the overseas bidesh 
(whence comes the pressure to 'change'). 
I turned to the fiel~ of ethno-psychology to use the work of scholars such as Ewing to 
examine the ways in which individual bhadralok were managing the paired dimensions 
and to deal with the issue ( as defined by Dumont, et al) of whether it is possible for 
persons in a conservative/traditional society to function as autonomous individuals. 
Combining that analysis with a discussion of theory related to the 'dividual' and 
'substance-codes' ( as developed by Marriott and others), I conclude that not only is there 
scope in bhadralok society for individual agency (and achievement), but that in the 
workplace individualism is both obvious and often counter-productive. 
When Chittagonian bhadralok interact with the wider world (desh) of the neighbourhood, 
city, and nation they are confronted with another range of difficulties. Bhadralok norms 
privilege 'Bengaliness'. On a daily basis they face such questions as: ·Who belongs? Who 
is on the 'inside'? Who is on the 'outside'? Is my allegiance to nation (Bangladesh), 
culture (Bangalee ), or religion (in particular !slain)? And, most importantly, who is 
constructing ( or continuing to constn1ct) a world in which nation, culture, and religion can 
be mutually exclusive categories? 
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Relations with the bidesh and the overseas bidesh are also sites of conflict for 
Chittagonian bhadralok. A double twist creates a situation where some bhadralok, whose 
fainilies have a long tradition of patriotic defence of the Bengali language, and of East 
Bengal's nationalist project, are categorized as "intellectuals". The term, used in a 
political sense, defines them as anti-Bangladeshi. They become in effect bides hf within 
their own nation. 
At the same ti1ne many Chittagonian bhadralok, continuing an historical practice begun in 
19th century colonial times, engage in interpersonal and professional relationships with the 
overseas bidesh and overseas bideshf. The relationships sometimes can be characterized 
as patron-client, where the bhadralok are clients of overseas NGOs and foreign 
government aid agencies. Serious questions regarding sovereignty and autonomy are 
generated by these relationships. 
The flow of aid is not completely negati_ve in its impact. Individual bhadralok have taken 
control of natai and initiated small private NGOs. Other NGOs, while working within the 
parameters of international donor conditions, have taken risks and initiated community 
development programines that are obviously both culturally appropriate and beneficial to 
chhotolok in rural gram. 
Another aspect of relations with the overseas bidesh is the matter of Bangladesh's 
reputation as a failed economy, as a corrupt and incompetent nation. Bangladesh is 
construed in the 'western' world, as a 'backward' nation, hampered by traditiv -. and 
religion. For what it is worth, and I cast doubt both on the validity and the value ( except 
insofar as it illmninates the eurocentrism of such theses) of the statement, the argument 
continues that 'tradition' is equivalent to conservatism and a barrier to 'modernity'. 
Bhadralok feel this criticism most strongly because it is they who are in the forefront of 
relationship between the desh and the overseas bidesh. In this matter, as in their personal 
social lives, they are protective of their reputation - as individual members of a status 
group (bhadralok), collectively as a group, and as citizens of their desh, i.e. Bangladesh. 
The reputation they protect is one based on honour, dayitto ( duty), social leadership, 
innovative adaptability, and on being well-educated and creative. At times, the strategies 
bhadralok use to maintain a 'good reputation' can run counter to effective community 
development, and social reforms in the field of gender equity. 
Bhadralok are '1nodem', and accustomed to dealing with the exigencies of a demanding 
'modem' urban lifestyle. They also respect their tradition (Bengali) and the fact of 
'tradition'. They express concern about loss of traditions ( e.g. religious syncretism, 
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'classical' Bengali music, and popular street performances), loss of mutual respect 
between religious adherents, and diminishing commitment to national esteem. 
At points during the dissertation I addressed the issue of ' change' in modem bhadralok 
society. I followed through in my argument, first cited in Chapter One, that while being 
'modem', adaptive, and innovative, Chittagonian bhadralok also resist change and have 
developed a wide range of strategies to manage the exogenous pressures placed on them 
to reform. 
Chittagonian bhadralok contend with these issues in a social context that is urban, but not 
as liberal as Dhaka, violent and, in many ways, bound by conservative conventions that 
define responses that are specifically Chittagonian. The Chittagong way is to 'show' 
something in response to social pressures - to 'show' respect for conservative values 
(women in parda, conspicuous display in the form of expensive and ornate jewellery and 
lavish weddings); to 'show' social conscience (by forming self-funded NGOs, by political 
activism); to 'show' adherence to conservative religious values (women are 'good 
mothers', men are ostentatiously devout), and at the same time 'show' intellectual 
prowess in discussing the political and social issues of the day, including religion (where 
it is possible people will display agnosticism). 
Following Singer and Chatterjee, I argued, first in Chapter One then throughout the 
dissertation, that respect for and maintenance of tradition does not imply that bhadralok 
society is not 'mo, .-::;m'. Within the samaj a specttum exists that spans a range of 
conservative and progressive values and behaviours. A distinctive feature of South Asian 
'traditional ' society is its capacity to subsume the conservative and the progressive, and to 
maintain them in equilibrium. The development of the spectrum is part of a long historical 
process in bhadralok society and is evident in modem Chittagong. Rarely is a bhadralok 
person permanently at one or the other end of the spectrum; quotidian life involves 
constant negotiation across the spectnun as bhadralok manage their interpersonal 
relationships within the home (ghare) and in the world outside (baire). Historical · 
evidence and scholarly analysis indicates that bhadralok have also used their skills to 
manage the spectnnn as an analytical, and as an applied, tool in their dealing with the 
overseas bidesh. 
As we have seen a great deal of time, money and energy is spent in organizing activities 
designed to show one or another of these characteristics. Bhadralok are preoccupied with 
maintaining a 'good reputation ' . And, as I have argued above, sometimes people engage 
in what appears to be contradictory at worst, or ambiguous at best, behaviour that 
Chittagonians themselves do not always ' read' easily. Households whose female members 
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are engaged in gender awareness programmes in the gram, still maintain some aspects of 
pardii (however it is modified), other households similarly engaged in social activism 
keep young girls as servants and do not extend to those children the benefits of schooling. 
iVIisunderstandings and confusion can and do occur among the members of the bhadralok 
samaj, because, at the same time that an activity is designed to 'show', the ways in which 
the 'showing' is done is subtle, and nuanced. The message is sometimes so implicit as to 
be confusing. People rely on intuition to determine the meaning of other people's 
behaviour, and are not always successful. They ask, "What was s/he trying to 'show' us?" 
Arjun advised overseas bides hf who came to work with CHADEP: "we want you to use 
your third eye", asking that we be alert to the culturally appropriate behaviour between 
bhadralok who prefer to 'show' (and be 'shown) who they are, while maintaining control 
over the 'showing'. Little is exactly as it seems. 
It has been my intention in presenting this dissertation to make some sense of apparent 
contradictions and to find and employ appropriate analytical tools so as to understand the 
contradictions and ainbiguities I encountered and observed others experiencing. 
Bhadralok expressly state these situations as a problem - I have defined them as 
dile1nmas. I have therefore focussed on the mechanisms I observed bhadralok employ to 
either manage or resolve those dilemmas. 
Throughout the dissertation I employed the image (provided by Leila, one of the women 
1nost involved in my research project) ofnatai (strings of the kite) as a means c_:· 
describing, and at the same distinguishing between, the apparent 'world' and the reality of 
bhadralok life. Initially the image was used by Leila to describe the reality of 
bhadramahila lives: bhadramahila are apparently free and independent, but in reality are 
controlled by the conventional patriarchal mores of Bangladeshi society. Later, the image 
becaine a useful and colourful way of 'seeing' how, more generally, bhadralok 
experienced their complex world. 
Viewed from 'outside', Chittagonian bhadralok present a good show of well-run, self-
generating and sustainable NGO activity; but follow the strings of the kite to the hands 
that hold the1n and there you see overseas bides hf ( donors, and institutions such as the 
IMF and the Asia Develop1nent Bank). Bhadralok working in the world of NGOs and 
international aid, and in many parts of the commercial world of trade and manufacture, 
appear free, but are controlled by donor conditions, Memoranda of Understanding, and 
intergovernmental agreements. Donors expect Bangladeshi NGO's to be 'transparent' -
an attribute at cross-purposes with the indigenous way of managing the world. Natai 
provides a useful image to understand that process as well. 
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I raise a question: Is behaviour bhadralok consider culturally appropriate also effective in 
dealing with the dilemmas of managing modernity in the post-colonial (i.e. since 1971) 
era? Using the example of CHADEP I argue that the situation of bhadralok is one of 
cultural i1npasse. At the same time, I conclude this situation is likely to be temporary, a 
phase in the bhadralok negotiation with the world baire and with the overseas bidesh. 
Bhadralok, on the evidence of history and their continuing ability to explore alternative 
modernities, will construct a new social imaginary that not only acknowledges changes in 
contemporary society, but also provides bhadralok with a continuing sense of their own 
identity and social significance. 
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GLOSSARY 
atto 
adda 
adivasi 
Agrahayana 
alpana 
ashraf 
Asr 
asrama 
atap 
babu 
baire 
bajar (bazar) 
baralok 
ban 
basti (busti) 
bhadralok 
bhadramahila 
bhai 
Bhasha Andolan 
bhat 
bhit6re 
bhondu 
bidesh 
bideshl 
Baisakh 
buah 
burqa 
char 
chawkidar 
chhotolok 
chal 
crore 
dacoit 
dayitto 
desh 
dharma ( dhormo) 
dhan 
dhanket 
didi 
dupatta 
Durga Puja 
Eid ul Azha 
Eid ul Fitr 
self 
gossip, and the place of gossip 
generic term for tribal people in South Asia 
eighth month of Bengali calendar 
designs painted on the floor of entrances to residences, 
and also the mehedi (q.v.) designs South Asian women 
paint on their hands and feet. 
high born Muslim 
fourth prayer of day for Muslims: 4:00-4:30pm 
a usually secluded residence of a religious community 
and its guru 
low born Muslim 
a Hindu clerk who is literate in English; also 
(offensive) a native of India who has acquired some 
superficial education in English 
outside 
market place 
rich, elite (literally: big people) 
cluster of household residences in rural village 
urban slum 
middle class (literally: respectable people) 
middle class women (literally: respectable women) 
brother 
Language Movement 
cooked rice 
inside 
friend (usually refers to a male) 
foreign/ outside country 
foreigner 
first month of Bengali calendar 
female household servant 
outer garment worn in public by Muslim women to 
cover sarf or salwar kameez (qv); sometimes with a 
veil to cover the face 
land formed in river delta by the accretion of sediment 
household guard (usually male) 
poor people (literally: small people) 
husked rice 
one billion 
one of a class of robbers who plunder in gangs 
duty 
country 
belief system, behaviour code 
paddi ( unhusked rice) 
paddi field 
term of respect for an older woman 
wide strip of cloth, about two metres in length, worn by 
women over the salwar kameez (qv) to cover their 
breasts, and used sometimes to cover the head ( see also 
oorna) 
annual Hindu festival, widely celebrated in both 
Bangladesh and West Bengal 
Muslim festival commemorating the sacrifice of 
Abraham and Isaac (Ibrahim and Ishmael) 
Muslim festival celebrating the end of Ramjan (q. v.) 
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Esha 
Fajr 
Fitr 
gaia holud 
ghare 
ghat 
gherao 
gram 
hadith 
hartal 
hat 
hajj 
iftar 
rmam 
jati 
kabin 
lakh 
Lailat al_ Qadr 
lunghl 
madrasa 
Magrib 
maja (maza) 
Mawhid al Nabi 
mehedi 
mehr (mohr) 
mela 
michil 
milad 
mofussil 
namaz 
natai 
notun bou 
oorna 
first prayer of day for Muslims: 7:00-7:30pm 
second prayer of day for Muslims: dawn 
donation to the poor at Eid_ ul _Fitr( q. v.) 
a celebration conducted by both Hindu and Muslim 
families just prior to a marriage ceremony, sometimes 
known as mehedi ( qv) rat 
home 
landing stage or berthing place, usually steps leading 
down to water 
a form of protest where a group of people surround a 
building preventing the occupants ( those being 
protested against) from leaving 
village 
a report of the sayings or doings of the Prophet 
transmitted by his companions; traditions 
strike, usually causing cessation of all business, 
schooling, public transport etc. in the area where it is 
called 
periodic market place in rural Bangladesh 
Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca 
meal eaten at sunset in Muslim households at the end 
of each day's fast during Ramjan (qv) 
religious leader of the masjid (qv) 
species: caste, race, religious group, gender 
marriage contract arranged by Muslim families at the 
time of a child's marriage 
one hundred thousand 
Night of Majesty-night on which the Qur'an was 
revealed to Muhammad (27 Ramjan qv) 
over garment worn by men, made of strip of cloth sewn 
into a tube, originally worn by Muslims, but now quite 
common in Hindu households 
Muslim religious school 
fifth prayer of the day for Muslims: 6:00-6:30pm 
tomb of a Muslim saint/pir (q.v.) 
Birthday of the Prophet (12 Rabi al_Awwal) 
henna plant, the leaves of which are used by South 
Asian women to create a dye for painting intricate 
patterns (alpana q.v.) on the hands and feet, especially 
at marriage ceremonies. 
sum of money promised by the groom to the bride in 
Muslim pre-marriage contract (kabin , q. v.) 
small fair 
protest demonstration, usually taking the form of a 
march 
Muslim prayer ceremony 
large rural town, or semi-rural residential area on 
fringes of city 
prayer 
strings of a kite 
new bride 
wide strip of cloth, about two metres in length, worn by 
women over the §alwar kameez (q.v. ) to cover their 
breasts, and used sometimes to cover the head (see also 
dupatta) 
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Pahela Baisakh 
palki 
paribar 
Phalgun 
phul 
pir 
puJa 
rag 
raj akar ( razakar) 
Ramjan (Ramzan) 
roja (roza) 
samaj 
salwar kameez 
sindoor 
sura 
swadeshI 
taka 
thana 
tokai 
upazila 
urs 
walima 
zakhat (j akhat) 
zila 
Zohr 
Bengali New Year 
A conveyance used to transport women who are in 
parda (q.v.), the vehicle is covered with a cloth so that 
no one can see in or out; can also refer to burial cloth 
in which Muslims carry their dead to the graveyard 
lineage 
eleventh month of Bengali calendar 
flower 
Muslim saint 
Hindu act of worship 
anger 
A person who was a member of the paramilitary 
groups formed by the Pakistani army from village 
guards during the War of Liberation; now the term 
used to designate a 'traitor' who opposes the principles 
of the Liberation Movement. 
annual period of fasting ( of thirty days) observed by 
Muslims 
fasting 
community 
two part garment worn by women in Bangladesh; 
salwar = loose baggy ankle length pants; kameez = 
long shirt or long dress worn over the salwar 
vermilion, powdered red lead, applied as a dot on the 
forehead or in the parting of the hair, worn by married 
Hindu women. Traditionally Hindu widows do not 
wear §indoor. 
chapter of the Q 'ran 
literally: of one's own country. A Gandhian principle, 
used during his non-violence campaigns, based on the 
use of unemployed or semi-employed people to 
manufacture locally produced materials such as 
homespun cloth. 
unit of currency in Bangladesh; during fieldwork its 
value was Tk30/-=Aud$ l :00; Tk54/-=US$ l :00 
police district 
street child 
sub-district 
an annual celebration of a pfr 's life ( qv) , or of some 
other esteemed person 
a marriage banquet; in Bangladesh celebrated two to 
three days after the wedding ceremony. 
tax for the poor, given at the time of Eid_ul_Fitr 
district 
third prayer of day for Muslims: midday 
277 
Appendix One 
My golden Bengal, I love you. 
Your skies, your breezes, play an everlastingflutesong in my being 
O mother, the scents in your mango-groves in Phalgun send me mad, 
Ah! Ecstasy! 
0 mother, what enchanting smiles I see in your full fields in Agrahayan. 
What beauty, what shade, what love and tenderness -
How you spread your sari at the banyan's foot, on the river bank. 
Mother, your message in my ears is like nectar, 
Ah! Ecstasy! 
Mother, if your face turns angry, I swim in tears. 1 
1 Translation by William Radice 1994: 288. Another translation by Professor Syed Ali Ahsan, has "Ah, what a 
thrill!" for "Ah! Ecstasy! " www.virtualbangladesh.com/bd anthem.html. Agrahayan (November-December) 
is the eighth month of the Bengali calendar, and Phulgan (February-March) is the eleventh. 
278 
Appendix Two 
Festivals and Holidays in Bangladesh 
21 February: Language Martyr's Day 
26 March: National and Independence Day 
9 December: Begum Rokeya Day 
14 December: Martyred Intellectuals Day 
16 December: Victory Day 
25 December: Christmas Day 
Lailat_ al_Qadr: Night of majesty- Revelation of Qur'an to Muhammad: 27Ramjan 
Eid ul Fitr 
Eid ul Azha 
Mawhid al Nabi: Birthday of the Prophet: 12 Rabi al Awwal 
- - -
Durga Puja 
Buddha Purnima 
Pahela Bai§akh (Bengali New Year) 
Five prayer times for Muslims 
Esha: first prayer: 7:00-7:30pm 
Fajr: second prayer: dawn 
Zohr: third prayer: midday 
Asr: fourth prayer: 4:00-4:30pm 
Magrib: fifth prayer: 6:00-6:30pm 
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Appendix Three 
Job description for position at CHADEP, Chittagong, 1998-1999. 
Monitoring and Evaluation Specialist: 
o Overview: Monitoring and Evaluation Specialist 
Assist in assessing the present tools regarding program monitoring and evaluation. 
Suggest improvements specifically for qualitative aspects of monitoring and evaluation. 
□ Detail: 
• Skills: Background in M&E 
• Other: Age- below 60 
• Preferably female 
• Will need to be willing to learn and use Bangla 
• Hours: 9-4pm 
• Annual Leave: 24 days a year 
• Sick leave: 14 days a year 
• Salary: Tk8000 per month (Tax not applicable) 
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Appendix Four: 
Maps related to text: 
• Chittagong District - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 1 
• Chandgaon Thana - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Block B Chandgaon Residential Area (RIA) - source: The N/appa, Dhaka Bangladesh 
(modified) 
• Chittagong Port - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Pahartali Thana - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Double Mooring Than a - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Kotwali Than a - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Panchlaish Thana - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Cox's Bazar District - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Sitakunda Upazila - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
• Comilla Sadar Upazila - source: The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
1 See: http ://banglapedia.search.corn.bd/Banglapedia 
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Abbreviations and Acronyms 
ACRT 
ADAB 
AL 
BARD 
BDRB 
BITA 
BNP 
BRAC 
CHADEP (pseudonym) 
CHOGM 
DANIDA 
DFID 
GOB 
NGO 
RIA 
SAFTA 
SAPTA 
SAARC 
YPSA 
Action Committee to Resist the Traitor 
Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh 
Awami League 
Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development 
Bangladesh Rural Development Board 
Bangladesh Institute of Theatre Arts 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party 
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee 
Chaptagram Development Pro gramme 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting 
Danish Government Overseas Aid Agency 
Department of International Development (U.K.) 
Government of Bangladesh 
Non-Government Organization 
Residential Area 
South Asian Free Trade Agreement 
South Asian Preferential Trade Agreement 
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
Young People in Social Action 
293 
Bibliography 
Note: All newspapers, on-line sources, and personal correspondence are fully referenced within the main text. 
Adams, K. M., and S. Dickey. Editors. 2000. Home and Hegemony: Domestic Service and Identity Politics in South and 
Southeast Asia. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press. 
Afkhami, M., and E. Friedl. 1997. J\ifuslim women and the politics of participation: implementing the Beijing platform. 
Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press. 
Ahamed, E., and D.R. J. A. Nazneen. 1990. Islam in Bangladesh: Revivalism or Power Politics? Asian Survey 30:795-
808. 
Ahmad, M. M. 2003. Distant voices: The views of the field workers ofNGOs in Bangladesh. The Geographical Journal 
169:65-75. 
Ahmed, I. 1999. Governance and the international development community: Making sense of the Bangladesh 
experience. Contemporary South Asia 8:295-309. 
Ahmed, R. 1988. "Conflict and Contradictions in Bengali Islam: Problems of Change and Adjustment," in Shari'at and 
Ambiguity in South Asian Islam. Edited by K. P. Ewing, pp. 114-142. Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 
Ahmed, S. 1996 (2nd edition). Muslim Community in Bengal: 1884-1912. Dhaka: University Press Limited. 
Ahsan, S. A. a., and B. Chakma. 1989. Problems of National Integration in Bangladesh: The Chittagong Hill Tracts. 
Asian Survey 29:959-970. 
Akhtar, S. 1998. "A Faith for All Seasons: Islam and the Challenge of the Modern World," in Liberal Islam: A 
Sourcebook. Edited by C. Kurzman, pp. 319-327. New York and London: Oxford University Press. 
Alam, S. M. S. 1993. Islam, Ideology and the State in Bangladesh. Journal of Asian and African Studies 
XXV: 89-106. 
-. 1998. Wori1.en in the Era of Modernity and Islamic Fundamentalism: The Case ofTaslima Nasrin of Bangladesh. 
Signs 23:429-461. 
Alamgir, D. A.H. 2000. Financing the Microcredit Programs ofNon-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): A Case 
Study. Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship 5:157-168. 
Alcoff, L. M. 1996. "Spatializing feminism: Geographic Perspectives," in Bodyspace: destabilizing geographies of 
gender and sexuality. Edited by N. Duncan, pp. 28-44. London: Routledge. 
Ali, A. M. S. 1995. Part-time farming in Bangfa.desh: a village case study of its causes. Contemporary South Asia 4:309-
330. 
Ali, S. NL 2002. "Street Children Overflow in the Port City," in Observer Jvlagazine, pp. 5. 
Ali , T. 2005 The Nehrus and the Gandhis: .an Indian Dynasty. London: Picador 
Alvi, A. 200 l. The category of person in rural Punjab. Social Anthropology 9:45-63. 
Amin, NL N. 1986. Maoism in Bangladesh: The Case of the East Bengal Sarbohara Party. Asian Survey 26:759-773. 
Amin, S. 1996. The world oflvfuslim women in colonial Ben?:'"' '. 1876-1939. New York: E.J. Brill. 
Amin, S., and C. B. Lloyd. 2002. Women's lives and rapid fr:: . jty decline : Some lessons from Bangladesh and Egypt. 
Population Research and Policy Review 21 :275-31 7. 
Amos-Wilson, P. 2000. Women Civil Servants and transformational leadership in Bangladesh. Equal Opportunities 
International 19:23-31. 
Andaleeb, S.S., and Z.T. Irwin. 2004. Political Leadership and legitimacy Among the Urban Elite in Bangladesh. South 
Asia xxvii: 65-85. 
Ansari, S. 1996. "The Islamic World in the Era of Western Domination: 1800 to the Present," in The Cambridge 
Illustrated History of the Islamic World. Edited by F. Robinson, pp. 90-121. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press . 
Appadurai, A. 1981. The Past as a Scarce Resource. Man (New Series) 16:201-219. 
-. 1986a. Is Homo Hierachicus? American Ethnologist 13:745-761. 
-. 1986b. Theory in Anthropology: Center and Periphery. Comparative Studies in Society and History 28:356-361. 
-. 1988a. How to 1t'Iake a National Cuisine: Cookbooks in Contemporary India. Comparative Studies in Society and 
History 30:3-24. 
-. 19886. Introduction: Place and Voice in Anthropological Theory. Cultural Anthropology 3: 16-20. 
-. 1988c. Putting Hierarchy in Its Place. Cultural Anthropology 3:36-49. 
-. 1996a. Jvlodernity at large: cultural dimensions of globalization. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
-. 19966. "Sovereignty without Territoriality," in The Geography of Identity . Edited by P. Yaeger, pp. 40-58 . Ann 
Arbor: The University of :tv'Iichigan Press . 
-. 2000a. Grassroots Globalization and the Research Imagination. Public Culture 12: 1-19. 
-. 20006. Spectral Housing and Urban Cleansing: Notes on Millennial Mumbai. Public Culture 12:627-651. 
-. 2002. Deep Democracy: Urban Govemmentality and the Horizon of Politics. Public Culture 14:21-47. 
Apter, D. E. 1963. "Political religion in the new nations," in Old Societies and New States: The quest for modernity in 
Asia and Africa. Edited by C. Geertz, pp. 57-104. New York: The Free Press . 
Aravamudan, S. 2001. Guru English. Social Text 19:19-44. 
Armstrong, K.2001. Islam: a short history. London: Phoenix. 
Arthurs, A. 2003. Social Imaginaries and Global Realities. Public Culture 15:579-586. 
Aschbrenner, J. 1993. "Women and Families' Economic Organisation in a Punjabi Village," in Women and Work in 
South Asia: Regional Patterns and Perspectives . Edited by S. Raju and D. Bagchi, pp. 224-236. London and 
New York: Routledge. 
294 
Ashcraft, R. 1996. "Religion and Lockean Natural Rights," in Religious Diversity and Human Rights. Edited by I. 
Bloom, J.P. Martin, and W. Proudfoot, pp. 195-212. New York: University of Columbia Press. 
Ashton, W. 2002. Under a Tin-Grey Sari. Perth, Australia: Fremantle Arts Centre Press 
Asim, R. 1996. Islam in South Asia: A Regional Perspective. New Delhi: South Asian Publishers. 
Aziz, K. M. A. 1979. Kinship in Bangladesh. Bangladesh: International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research. 
-. 1989. "Daughters and Sons in Rural Bangladesh: Gender Creation from Birth to Adolescence," in Gender and the 
Household Domain: Social and Cultural Dimensions. Edited by M. Krishna Raj and K. Chanana. New Delhi, 
Newbury Park and London: Sage Publications. 
Aziz, K. M.A., and C. Maloney. 1985. Life stages, gender andfertility in Bangladesh. Dhaka, Bangladesh: 
International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research Bangladesh. 
Bagchi, A. K. 1985 . Transition from Indian to British Indian Systems oflvloney and Banking 1800-1850. Afodern Asian 
Studies 19:501-519. 
Bagchi, 0 ., and S. Raju. 1993. "In Sum and Looking Beyond: Suggestions for Future Research," in Women and Work in 
South Asia: Regional Patterns and Perspectives. Edited by S. Raju and D. Bagchi, pp. 239-251. London and 
New York: Routledge. 
Bakhtin, M. M., and NL Holquist. 1981. The dialogic imagination: four essays. Austin: University of Texas Press. 
Balk D. 1994. Individual and community aspects of women's status and fertility in rural Bangladesh. Population Studies 
48:21 -45. 
-. 1997. Defying gender norms in rural Bangladesh: A social demographic analysis. Population Studies 51: 153-176. 
Bandopadhyaya, M. 1973. Padma River Boatman. St Lucia: Queensland: University of Queensland Press. 
Banerjee, S. 1987. Explaining the American "Tilt" in the 1971 Bangladesh Crisis: A Late Dependency Approach. 
international Studies Quarterly 31:201 -216. 
- . 1989. The Parlour and The Street: Elite and Popular Culture in Nineteenth Century Calcutta. Calcutta: Seagull 
Books. 
Banu, U. A. B. R. A. 1992. Islam in Bangladesh. Leiden: Brill. 
Bardhan, K. 1990a. "Introduction," in Of Women, Outcastes, Peasants, and Rebels: A Selection of Bengali Short Stories . 
Edited by K. Bardhan, pp. 1-49. Berkeley : University of California Press . 
-. Editor. 1990b. Of Women, Outcastes, Peasants, and Rebels: A Selection of Bengali Short Stories . Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, and London: University of California Press. 
-. 1991. "Women and Feminism in a Stratified Society: Recent Developments in India," in Bridging Worlds: Studies 
on Women in South Asia. Edited by S. J. Sutherland, pp. 1'63 -201. Berkeley : University of California. 
-. 1993. "Work in South Asia: An Interregional Perspective," in Women and Work in South Asia: Regional Patterns 
and Perspectives. Edited by S. Raju and D. Bagchi, pp. 39-73 . London and New York: Routledge. 
Basu, A. 1998. "Hindu Women's Activism in India and the Questions It Raises," in Appropriating Gender: Women's 
Activism and Political Religion in South Asia. Edited by P. Jeffery and A. Basu, pp. 167-184. New York and 
London: Routledge. 
Basu, A. M., and S. Amin. 2000. Conditioning Factors for Fertility Decline in Bengal : History, Language Identity, and 
Openness to Innovations. Population and Development Review 26:761 -794. 
Bauman, Z. 1997. Postmodernity and its Discontents. New York: New York University Press. 
Beech, M. H. 1982. "The Domestic Realm in the Lives of Hindu Women in Calcutta," in Separate Worlds: Studies of 
Purdah in South Asia. Edited by H. Papanek and G. Minault, pp . 110-138. Delhi: Chanakya Publications. · 
Beech, M. J., and L. A. Corwin. 1965-1966. "Introducing the East Bengali Village," in Inside the East Pakistan Village 
- Six Articles. Edited by M. J. Beech, S. Huq, P. J. Bertocci, M. Z. Hussain, and L.A. Corwin, pp. 1-18. 
Lansing: Michigan State University. 
Beech, M. J., S. Huq, P. J. Beiiocci, M. Z. Hussain, L.A. Corwin, S. A. Rahim, H. W. Fairchild, and E. A. Schuler. 
1965-1966. Inside the East Pakistan Village - Six Articles. Lansing: Nlichigan State University. 
Bell, V. 1999. Historical Memory, Global Movements and Violence: Paul Gilroy and Arjun Appadurai in conversation. 
Theo,y, Culture & Society 16:21-40. 
Bernhart, M. H., and G. M. Kamal. 1994. Nlanagement of Community Distribution Programs in Bangladesh. Studies in 
Family Planning 25: 197-210. 
Bertocci, P. J. 1982. Bangladesh in the Early 1980s: Praetorian Politics in an Intermediate Regime. Asian Sitrvey 
22:988-1008. 
-. 1985. Bangladesh in 1984: A Year of Protracted Turmoil. Asian Survey 24:155-168. 
-. 1986. Bangladesh in 1985: Resolute against the Storn1s. Asian Survey 26:224-234. 
Beiiocci, P. J., and M. Alamgir. 1970. Prelude to crisis: Bengal and Bengal studies in 1970. East Lansing: State 
University of Michigan. 
Beteille, A. 1986. Individualism and Equality . Current Anthropology 27:121 -134. 
-. 1990. Race, Caste, and Gender. Nfan 25:489-504. 
-. 1998 . The Idea of Indigenous People. Current Anthropology 39: 187-191. 
Bhabha, H.K. 1994 The Location of Culture. London and New York: Routledge. 
Blanchet, T. 2001. Lost innocence, stolen childhoods. Dhaka: University Press Limited. 
Bloom, I. 1996. "Religious Diversity and Human Rights: An Introduction," in Religious Diversity and Human Rights. 
Edited by I. Bloom, J.P. Martin, and W. Proudfoot, pp. 1-11. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Bloom, I., J.P. Niartin, and W. Proudfoot. 1996. Religious diversity and human rights. New York: Columbia University 
Press. 
295 
Bodewitz, H. W. 1999. "Hindu ahimsa and its roots," in Violence Denied: Violence, Non-violence and the 
rationalization of Violence in South Asian Cultural History. Edited by J. E. M. Houben and K. R. v. Kooij , pp. 
17-44. Leiden: Brill. 
Bodman, H. L., and N. E. Tohidi. 1998. Women in A1uslim Societies: Diversity within Unity. Boulder and London: 
Lynne Rienner Publishers. 
Borofsky, R. Editor. cl 994. Assessing Cultural Anthropology. New York: McGraw-Hill. 
Borthwick, ivL 1980. Shadow or substance: the changing role of women in Bengal, 1849-1905, Australian National 
University. 
-. 1984. The changing role of women in Bengal, 1849-1905. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
Bose, P. K. 1995. "Sons of the Nation: Child Rearing in the New Family," in Texts of Power: Emerging Disciplines in 
Colonial Bengal. Edited by P. Chatterjee, pp. 118 - 144. ivlinneapolis and London: University of ivlinnesota 
Press. 
Bose, S. 1982. The Roots of'Communal' Violence in Rural Bengal: A Study of the Kishoreganj Riots, 1930. Nfodern 
Asian Studies 16:463-491. 
Brass, P.R. 1979. "Elite Groups, Symbol Manipulation and Ethnic Identity Among Muslims of South Asia," in Political 
Identity in South Asia. Edited by D. Taylor and M. Yapp, pp. 35-77. London and Dublin: Curzon. 
Brasted, H. 1980. Indian Nationalist Development and the Influence ofirish Home Rule, 1870-1886. Modern Asian 
Studies 14:37-63. 
Bremmer, J., and L. van den Bosch. Editors . 1995 . Between Poverty and the Py re: Moments in the history of 
widowhood. London and New York: Routledge. 
Broomfield, J. H. 1968. Elite conflict in a plural society : twentieth-century Bengal. Berkeley: University of California. 
Brouwer, J. 2000. Conflict between modem and indigenous concepts in the small workplace: A proposal. Social 
Anthropology 8: 181-201. 
Brown, D. W. 1997. Islamic Modernism in South Asia: A Reassessment. The Muslim World lxxxvii:258-271. 
Buitelaar, M. 1995. "Widow's Worlds: Representations and realities," in Between Poverty and the Pyre: Moments in the 
history of widowhood. Edited by J. Bremmer and V. A. van den Bijlert, pp. 1-18. London and New York: 
Routledge. 
Bulliet, R. W. 1996. "The Individual in Islamic Society," in Religious Diversity and Human Rights. Edited by I. Bloom, 
J.P. Martin, and W. Proudfoot. New York: University of Columbia Press. 
Burton, A. 1997. House/Daughter/Nation: Interiority, Architecture, and Historical Imagination in Janaki Majumdar's 
"Family History". Journal of Asian Studies 56:921-946, 
Busby, C. 1997a. Of ivfarriage and Marriageability: Gender and Dravidian Kinship. Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute 3:21-42. 
- . 1997b. Permeable and Partible Persons: A Comparative Analysis of Gender and Body in South India and Melanesia. 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 3 :261-278. 
- . 1999. Agency, Power and Personhood: Discourses of gender and violence in a fishing community in south India. 
Critique of Anthropology 19:227-248. 
Buss, A. 2000. The Evolution of Western Individualism. Reitz ·. ,n 30: 1-25. 
Caldwell, J.C. , Barkat_e_Khuda, B. Caldwell, I. Pieris, and I' :=aldwell. 1999. The Bangladesh Fertility Decline: An 
Interpretation. Population and Development Review 25:67-84. 
Carroll, L. 1982. Talaq_i_ Tafwid and Stipulations in a Muslim Marriage Contract: Important Nleans of Protecting the 
Position of the South Asian Muslim Wife. Nfodern Asian Studies 16:277-309. 
Chak:rabarty, 8. 1992a. Political ivfobilization in the Localities: The 1942 Quit India ivlovement in Midnapur. lvfodern 
Asian Studies 26:791-814. 
-. 2003. An Alternative to Partition: The United Bengal Scheme. South Asia xxvi:193-212. 
Chakrabarty, D. 1992b. Postcolonialism and the Artifice of History: Who speaks for the "Indian" Past? Representations 
0:1-26. 
_. 2001. "Adda, Calcutta: Dwelling in Modernity", in Alternative J\lfodernities. Edited by D.P. Gaonkar, pp 123-164. 
Dw-ham and London: Duke University Press. 
Chakravarty, S. R. 1986. "The national Liberation Movement: problems and prospects," in Bangladesh: Domestic 
Politics. Edited by S. R. Chakravarty and V. Narain, pp. 1-13. New Delhi : South Asian Publishers. 
Chakravarty, S. R., and V. Narain. Editors. 1986. Bangladesh: Domestic Politics. New Delhi: South Asian Publishers. 
Chatterjee, B. C. 1996. The Poison Tree: Three Novellas. New Delhi: Penguin Books India. 
Chatterjee, K. 1998. History as Self-Representation: The Recasting of a Political Tradition in Late Eighteenth-Century 
Eastern India. Nfodern Asian Studies 32:913-948. 
Chatterjee, M. 1999. Do and Die: The Chittagong Uprising: 1930-34. New Delhi: Penguin Books. 
Chatterjee, N., and N. Riley . 2001. Planning an Indian Modernity: The Gendered Politics of Fertility Control. Signs 
26:811-845. 
Chatterjee, P. 1986a. The Colonial State and Peasant Res istance in Bengal 1920-194 7. Past and Present 110: 169-204. 
- . 1986b. Nationalist thought and the colonial world: a derivative discourse? London, U.K and Totowa N.J.: Zed 
Books. 
-. 1989. Colonialism, Nationalism, and Colonialized Women: The Contest in India. American Ethnologist 16:622-633. 
-. 1993 . The nation and its fragments : colonial andpostcolonial histories. Princeton studies in culture/power/history. 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
-. 1995a. "The Disciplines in Colonial Bengal," in Texts of Power: Emerging Disciplines in Colonial Bengal. Edited 
by P. Chatterjee, pp. 1 - 29. ivlinneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press. 
296 
-. Editor. 1995b. Texts of Power: Emergi,ng Disciplines in Colonial Bengal. Niinneapo lis and London: University of 
Minnesota Press. 
Chaudhuri, A. 1991. A Strange and Sublime Address. London: Picador. 
- . 1998a. Afternoon Raag. London: Vintage. 
-. 1998b. Freedom Song. London: Picador India. 
-. 2000 . A New World. London: Picador. 
- . 2001. The Old Masters: A Story. London Review of Books 23:13-14. 
Chaudhury, R.H. , and N. R. Ahmed. c.1980. Female Status in Bangladesh. Dacca: The Bangladesh Institute of 
Development Studies. 
Cheater, A. 1995. "Globalisation and the new technologies of knowing: anthropological calculus or chaos," in Shifting 
Contexts: Transformations in Anthropological Knowledge. Edited by M. Strathem. London and New York: 
Routledge. 
Choudhury, M. A. 2002a. Microenterprise development using Islamic financing and organizational instruments: 
modality and practicum. International Journal of Social Economics 29: 119-134. 
Choudhury, S. I. 2002b. Middle Class and The Social Revolution in Bengal. Dhaka: University Press Limited. 
Chowdhury, M., and R. Bairagi. 1990. Son Preference and Fertility in Bangladesh. Population and Development Review 
16:749-757. 
Cloete, E. 2003 . Specificities: An 'Eye' for an 'I': Discipline and Gossip. Social Identities 9:401-422. 
Coclanis, P. A. 1993. Distant Thunder: The Creation of a World Market in Rice and the Transformation It Wrought. The 
American Historical Review 98: 1050-1078. 
Connerton, P. 1992. How Societies Remember. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Cooke, M., and B. B. Lawrence. 1996. "Muslim Women Between Human Rights and Islamic Norms," in Religious 
Diversity and Human Rights. Edited by I. Bloom, J.P. Martin, and W. Proudfoot, pp. 311-331. New York: 
University of Columbia Press. 
Daniel, E. V. 1984. Fluid signs: Being a Person the Tamil Way. Berkeley: University Of California Press. 
-. 1996. "Crushed Glass, or, Is There a Counterpoint to Culture?," in Culture/Contexture: Explorations in 
Anthropology and Literary Studies. Edited by E. V. Daniel and J.M. Peck, pp. 357-375. Berkeley: University 
of California Press. 
Daniel , E. V., and J.M. Peck. Editors . 1996. Culture/Contexture: Explorations in Anthropology and Literary Studies. 
Berkeley: Univers ity of California. 
Das, V. cl 994. "The Anthropological Discourse in India: Reason and Its Other Intellectual Roots," in Assessing 
Cultural Anthropology. Edited by R. Borofsky, pp. 133-144. New York: McGraw-Hill. 
Dash, K. C. 1997. Domestic support, weak governments, and regional cooperation: a case study of South Asia. 
Contemporary South Asia 6:57-77. 
De Munck, V. C. 1992. The Fallacy of the Misplaced Self: Gender Relations and the Construction of the Multiple 
Selves among Sri Lankan Niuslims. Ethos 20: 176-190. 
del Valle, T. Editor. 1993. Gendered anthropology. London and New York: Tavistock/Routledge. 
Delap, E. 2001. Economic and cultural forces in the child labour debate: Evidence from urban Bangladesh. The Journal 
of Development Studies 3 7: 1-22. 
Desai, A. 1997. "The Farewell Party," in The Inner Courtyard: Stories by Indian Women. Edited by L. Holmstrom, pp. 
11 2-1 26. Calcutta: Rupa Paperbacks. 
Devi, M. 1997a. "Draupadi," in The Inner Courtyard: Stories by Indian Women. Edited by L. Holmstrom, pp. 91-105 . 
Calcutta: Rupa & Co. 
-. 1997b. Five Plays. Calcutta: Seagull Books. 
Dickey, S. 2000a. "Mutual Exclusions: Domestic Workers and Employers on Labor, Class and Characters in South 
India," in Home and Hegemony: Domestic Service and Identity Politics in South and Southeast Asia. Edited 
by K. M. Adams and S. Dickey, pp. 31-62. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press. 
-. 2000b. pem1eable homes : domestic service, household spaces, and the vulnerability of class boundaries in urban 
India. American Ethnologist 27:462-489. 
Dickey, S. , and K . M. Adams. 2000. "Introduction," in Home and Hegemony: Domestic Service and Identity Politics in 
South and Southeast Asia. Edited by K. M . Adams and S. Dickey, pp. 1-29. Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press. 
Dirks, N. 1992. Castes of Nlind. Representations:56-78. 
Doniger, W. 1999. Eating karma in classical South Asian texts. Social Research 66: 151-166. 
Doniger, W. t. 1994. Hindu lvfyths. New Delhi: Penguin Books India. 
Douglas, M. 1995 . "Forgotten Knowledge," in Shifting Contexts: Transformations in Anthropological Knowledge. 
Edited by M. Strathem. London and ew York: Routledge. 
Dumont, L. 1980. Homo hierarchicus: the caste system and its implications, Complete rev. English edition. edition. 
Chicago: The University Of Chicago Press. 
-. 1986. Essays on individualism: modern ideology in anthropological perspective. Chicago: University Of Chicago 
Press. 
Duncan, N. 1996. Body space: destabilising geographies of gender and sexuality. London and ew York: Routledge. 
Duranti , A. 1993. Truth and Intentionality. Cultural Anthropology 8:214-245. 
Dutta, D. Editor. 2000a. Economic liberalisation and institutional reforms in South Asia: recent experiences andfi1ture 
prospects. New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers & Distributors. 
- . 2000b. "Introduction," in Economic liberalisation and institutional reforms in South Asia: recent experiences and 
fitture prospects. Edited by D. Dutta, pp. 1-14. New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and Distributors. 
297 
Dutta, M.1999. Gender equality in families: Bengali middle-class employed women in India. Contemporary South Asia 
8:161-177. 
-. 2002. Women's power and authority within middle-class households in Kolkata. Contemporary South Asia 
11:7-18. 
Egero, B. 1998. Bangladesh in the fertility transition: the role of social change and gender. South Asia xxi:87-106. 
Engels, D. 1996. Beyond purdah?: women in Bengal 1890-1939 . Delhi : Oxford University Press. 
Englund, H., J. Leach, C. Davies, A. Gupta, and e. al. 2000. Ethnography and the meta-narratives of 
modernity/Comments/Reply. Current Anthropology 41 :225-248. 
Esack, F. 1999. On Being A Jvfuslim:finding a religious path in the world today. Oxford: One World. 
Ewing, A. 1984. The Indian Civil Service 1919-1924: Service Discontent and the Response in London and Delhi. 
Modern Asian Studies 18:33-53. 
Ewing, K. P. 1987. Clinical Psychoanalysis as an Ethnographic Tool. Ethos 15:16-39. 
-. 1988a. "Introduction: Ambiguity and Shari'at - A Perspective on the Problem of Moral Principles in Tension," in 
Shari'at and Ambiguity in South Asian Islam. Edited by K. P. Ewing, pp. 1-22. Berkeley: University of 
California Press. 
-. Editor. 1988b. Shar*i*at and Ambiguity in South Asian Islam. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
-. 1990. The Illusion of Wholeness: Culture, Self, and the Experience of Inconsistency. Ethos 18:251-278. 
- . 1991. Can Psychoanalytic Theories Explain The Pakistani Woman? Intrapsychic Autonomy and Interpersonal 
Engagement in the Extended Family. Ethos 19:131-160. 
Eyben, R. 2000. Development and Anthropology: A View from Inside the Agency. Critique of Anthropology 20:7-14. 
Fallers, L. 1963. "Equality, modernity and democracy in the new states," in Old Societies and New States: The quest/or 
modernity in Asia and Africa. Edited by C. Geertz, pp. 158-219. New York: The Free Press . 
Fassler, N. 2001. Why cannot a dream become a reality? Chittagong: Young Power in Social Action. 
Feldman, S. 1991. "Rural Industrialization: The Shaping of "Class" Relations in Rural Bangladesh," in Bringing Class 
Back In: Contemporary and Historical Perspectives. Edited by S. G. McNall, R. F. Levine, and R. Fantasia, 
pp. 119-137. Boulder: Westview Press. 
-. 1998. "(Re)presenting Islam: Manipulating Genders, Shifting State Practices, and Class Frustrations in Bangladesh," 
in Appropri_ating Gender: Women's Activism and Political Religion in South Asia. Edited by P. Jeffery and A. 
Basu, pp . 33-50. New York and London: Routledge. 
-. 2001. Exploring theories _of patriarchy: A perspective from contemporary Bangladesh. Signs 26: 1097-1127. 
Feldman, S.,.and F. E. McCarthy. 1983. Purdah and Changing Patterns of Social Control among Rural Women in 
Bangladesh. Journal of Marriage and the Family 45 :949-959. 
Fentress, J. , and C. Wickham. 1992. Social Memory. Oxford, UK and Cambridge, Nfass: Blackwell. 
Fisher, M. H. 1998. Representations of India, The English East India Company, and Self by an Eighteenth-Cenh1ry 
Indian Emigrant to Britain. J.\1odern Asian Studies 32:891-911. 
Fisher, W., F. 1997. Doing Good? The Politics and Antipolitics of NGO Practices. Annual Review of Anthropology 
26:439-464. 
Franck, T. NL 1997. Is Personal Freedom a Western Value? J :: American Journal of International Law 91:593-627. 
Freire, P. 1972. General Action/or Freedom. Harmondsworth _ ":JK.: Penguin Books. 
-. 1978. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Haimondsworth, UK: Penguin Books. 
Friedman, J. 1992. Myth, History, and Politkal Identity. Cultural Anthropological 7: 194-210. 
Fruzzetti, L. 1982. The gift of a virgin: women, marriage, and ritual in a Bengali society. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers 
University Press. 
Gaborieau, M. 1985. From Al_Beruni to Jinnah: Idiom, Ritual and Ideology of the Hindu-Niuslim Confrontation in 
South Asia. Anthropology Today 1:7-14. 
Ganguly, D. 1998. "Ruminations and a Preview," in Unfinished Journeys: India File from Canberra. Edited by D. 
Ganguly and K. Nandan, pp. 11-34. Adelaide: CRNLE (Centre for Research in the New Literatures in 
English): The Flinders University of South Australia. 
Ganguly, D. , and K. Nandan. Editors. 1998. Unfinished Journeys: India File from Canberra. Adelaide: CRNLE (Centre 
for Research in the New Literatures in English): The Flinders University of South Australia. 
Gaonkar, D. P. 2001. "On Alternative Nfodemities" , in Alternative Modernities. Edited by D.P. Gaonkar, pp 1-23. 
Durham and London: Duke University Press. 
2002. Towards New Imaginaries: An Introduction. Public Culture 14:1-19. 
Gaonkar, D. P., and E. Povinelli. 2003. Technologies of Public Forms: Circulation, Transfiguration, Recognition. Public 
Culture 15:385-397. 
Gardner, K. 1991. Songs at the river's edge: stories from a Bangladeshi village. London: Virago. 
-. 1993. Desh-Bidesh: Syhleti Images of Home and Away. Jvfan 28:1-15. 
-. 1995. Global migrants, local lives: travel and transformation in rural Bangladesh. Oxford : Clarendon Press. 
-. 1998. "Women and Islamic Revivalism in a Bangladeshi Community," in Appropriating Gender: Women's Activism 
and Political Religion in South Asia. Edited by P. Jeffery and A. Basu, pp. 203-220. New York and London: 
Routledge . 
Gardner, K., and D. Lewis. 2000. Dominant Paradigms Overturned or "Business as Usual"? Development Discourse 
and the White Paper on International Development. Critique of Anthropology 20:15-29. 
Geertz, C. J. 1963a. "The integrative revolution," in Old Societies and New States: The quest for modernity in Asia and 
Africa. Edited by C. Geertz, pp. 105-157. New York: The Free Press. 
-. 1963 b. Old societies and new states: the quest for modernity in Asia and Africa. New York: Free Press of Glencoe. 
298 
-. 1973. On the Interpretation of Cultures . New York: Bas ic Books. 
- . 1976. The Religion of Java. Chicago: University Of Chicago Press. 
-. 1983. Local knowledge: further essays in interpretive anthropology. ew York: Basic Books. 
-. 1995. After the fact: two countries, four decades, one anthropologist. The Jerusalem-Harvard lectures. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
Gellner, E. 1994. Encounters with Nationalism. Oxford UK and Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell. 
Ghosh, A. 1996. The Calcutta Chromosome. London: Picador. 
- . 2000 . Spaces of recognition: Puja and Power in Contemporary Calcutta. Journal of Southern African Studies Asian 
Studies 26:289-299. 
- . 2001. The Glass Palace. London: Flamingo. 
- . 2004. The Hungry Tide. Delhi: Ravi Dayal Publications . 
Ghosh, P. S. 1993. Bangladesh at the Crossroads: Religion and Politics. Asian Survey 33:697-710. 
Giddens, A. 1990. The Consequences of Jvfodernity. Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press. 
Gilmartin, D. 1998. Partition, Pakistan, and South Asian History: In Search of a Nanative. Journal of South Asian 
Studies 57: 1068-1095 . 
Goleman, D., and D. Lama. 2003. Destructive emotions: and how we can overcome them: a dialogue with the Dalai 
Lama. London: Bloomsbury. 
Gommans, J. 1999. "The Embarrassment of Political Violence in Europe and South Asia c.1100-1800," in Violence 
denied: Vio lence, Non-Violence and the Rationalization of Violence in South Asian Cultural History. Edited 
by J.E. M. Houben and K. R. v. Kooij , pp. 287-315. Leiden: Brill. 
Goswami, 0 . 1987. Multiple Images: Jute Mill Strikes of 1929 and 1937 Seen through Other's Eyes. Jvfodern Asian 
Studies 2 1:547-583. 
-. 1989. Sahibs, Babus, and Banias: Change in Industrial Control in Eastern India, 1918-50. The Journal of Asian 
Studies 48:289-309. 
Greenough, P. R. 1980. Indian Famines and Peasant Victims: The Case of Bengal in 194J-44. Modern Asian Studies 
14:205-235 . 
- . 1983a. Indulgence and Abundance as Asian Peasant Values: A Bengali Case in Point. Journal of Asian Studies 
xlii:831-850. 
- . 1983 b. Political Mobilization and the Underground Literature of the Quit India Movement, 1942-44. Modern Asian 
Studies 17:353-386. 
Gullestad, M. 1993. "Home decoration as popular culture: Constructing homes, genders and classes in Norway," in 
Gendered Anthropology. Edited by T. del Valle, pp. 128-161. London and New York: Routledge. 
Gupta, A. 1992. The Song of the Nonaligned World: Transnational Identities and the Reinscription of Space in Late 
Capitalism. Cultural Anthropology 7:63-79. 
-. 1995. bluITed boundaries: the discourse of corruption, the culture of politics, and the imagined state. American 
Ethnologist 22:375-402. 
Gupta, A., and J. Ferguson. 1992. Beyond "Culture": Space, Identity, and the Politics of Difference. Cultural 
Anthropology 7:6-23. 
Habib, I. 1984. Studying a Colonial Economy - Without Perceiving Colonialism. Modern Asian Studies 19:355-381. 
Hagga1i, K. Editor. 1994. Rivers of Life: Bangladesh journalists take a look at the Flood Action Plan. Dhaka and 
London: Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies and Panos. 
Hakim, M. A. 1998. Bangladesh: the beginning of the end of militarised politics? Contemporary South Asia 7:283-300. 
Harlan, L. , and P. B. Courtright. Editors . 1995a. From the Margins of Hindu Marriage: Essays on Gender, Religion, 
and Culture. New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
-. 1995b. "Introduction: On Hindu Marriage and Its Margins," in From the Margins of Hindu Jvfarriage: Essays on 
Gender, Religion, and Culture. Edited by L. Harlan and P. B. Courtright, pp. 3-18. New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
Hanis, G. G. 1989. Concepts ofindividual, Self, and Person in Description and Analysis. American Anthropologist 
19:599-612. 
Harrison, S. 1999. Identity as a scarce resource. Social Anthropology 7:239-251. 
Hart, G. 1988. Agrarian Structure and the State in Java and Bangladesh. The Journal of Asian Studies 47:249-267. 
Hartmann, B. , and J. K. Boyce. 1983. A quiet violence: view from a Bangladesh village. London: Zed. 
Hassan, M. K., and R.-G. Luis. 1997. The experience of the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh in community development. 
International Journal of Social Economics 24: 1488-1523. 
Hastrup, K. 1992a. Other Histories. London and New York: Routledge. 
- . 1992b. Out of Anthropology: the anthropologist as an object of dramatic representation. Cultural Anthropology 
17:327-345. 
- . 1993. Hunger and the Hardness of Facts. J\fan 28 :727-739. 
Heehs, P. 1994. Foreign Influences on Bengali Revolutionary Terrorism 1902-1908. Modern Asian Studies 28 :533-5 56 . 
-. 1997. Indian Communalism: A Survey of Historical and Social-Scientific Approaches. South Asia xx:99-113 . 
Heller, A. 1996. "Omnivorous Modernity," in Culture, Modernity and Revolution: Essays in Honour ofZygmunt 
Bauman. Edited by R. Kilminster and I. Varcoe, pp. 102-123 . London and New York: Routledge. 
Helliwell, C. 1996. "Space and Sociality in a Dayak Longhouse," in Things as They Are: New Directions in 
Phenomenological Anthropology. Edited by NL Jackson, pp. 128-148. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press. 
Hills, C., and D. C. Silverman. 1993. Nationalism and Feminism in Late Colonial India: The Rani of Jhansi Regiment, 
1943-1945. Jvfodern Asian Studies 27:741-760. 
299 
Holmstrom, L. 1997. The Inner Courtyard: Stories by Indian Women. Calcutta: Rupa Paperbacks. 
Holquist, M. Editor. 1983. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by Michael Bakhtin. Austin: University of Texas 
Press. 
Hopgood, S. 2000. Reading the Small print in Global Civil Society : The Inexorable Hegemony of the Liberal Self. 
lvfillennium 29: 1-25. 
Hosain, A. 1997. "The First Party," in The Inner Courtyard: Stories by Indian Women . Edited by L. Holstrom, pp. 106-
111. Calcutta: Rupa Paperbacks. 
Hossain, A. 2000. "Institutional Development for Political and Economic Stability in Bangladesh," in Economic 
Liberalisation and Institutional Reforms in South Asia. Edited by D. Dutta, pp. 82-109. New Delhi: Atlantic 
Publishers and Distributors. 
Hossain, I. 1998. An experiment in sustainable human development: The Grameen Bank of Bangladesh. Journal of 
Third World Studies 15 :3 9-55. 
Hossain, R., R. Jahan, and H. Papanek. 1988. Sultana's dream and selections.from The Secluded Ones. New York: 
Feminist Press. 
Houben, J. E. M., and K . R. v. Kooij . 1999. Violence denied: violence, non-violence and the rationalization of violence 
in South Asian cultural histo,y. Leiden: Brill. 
Howell, S., and M. iVIelhuus. 1993. "The study of kinship; the study of person; a study of gender?," in Gendered 
Anthropology. Edited by T. del Valle. London and New York: Routledge. 
Huq, H. A. 1990. "In Search of Happiness," in Of Women, Outcastes, Peasants, and Rebels: A Selection of Bengali 
Short Stories. Edited by K. Bardhan, pp. 299-303. Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of 
California Press. 
Huque, A. S., and M. Y. Akhter. 1987. The Ubiquity of Islam: Religion and Society in Bangladesh. Pacific Affairs 
60:200-225 . 
Husain, S. 1986. "Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain: Pioneer Muslim Feminist of Bengal," in Women, Development, 
Devotionalism, Nationalism: Bengal Studies 1985. Edited by J.P. Thorp, pp. 3-12. East Lansing, Michigan: 
Asian Studies Center, Michigan State University. 
Hussain, T. M. , and J. F . Smith. 1999. Women's physical mobility in rural Bangladesh: the role of socio-economic and 
community factors. Contemporary South Asia 8:177-186. 
Inden, R . B. 1976. Marriage and rank in Bengali culture: a history of caste and clan in middle period Bengal. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 
-. 1986. Tradition against Itself. American Ethnologist 13:762-7.75. 
Inden, R. B., and R. W. Nicholas. 1977. Kinship in Bengali culture. Chicago: University Of Chicago Press. 
Is lam, N. , and S. A. Islam. 1997. Sociology in Bangladesh. Contemporary Sociology 26:566-568. 
Islam, S. 1989. "Rural Women and Childbirth in Bangladesh: The Social Cultural Context," in Gender and The 
Household Domain: Social and Cultural Dimensions. Edited by M. Krishna Raj and K. Chanana, pp. 233-
253. New Delhi , Newbury Park and London: Sage Publications. 
Islam, S. S. 1986-1987. Relative State Autonomy and Develonment Strategy in Bangladesh. Pacific Affairs 59:563-576. 
Jabbar, M.A. 1997. The Spice of Life. Dhaka: The University : ·,·ess Limited. 
Jackson, JvI. Editor. 1996. Things as They Are: New Directio,:i· in Phenomenological Anthropology. Bloomingham and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press . 
Jahan, R. 1982. "Purdah and Participation: Women in the Politics of Bangladesh," in Separate Worlds: Studies of 
Purdah in South Asia. Edited by H. Papanek and G. Minault, pp. 262-282. Delhi: Chanakya Publications. 
-. 1988. "Rokeya: An Introduction to Her Life," in Sultana's Dream and Selections.from The Secluded Ones, pp. 37-
57. New York: Feminist Press . 
Jalal, A., and A. Seal. 1981. Alternative to Partition: Muslim Politics between the Wars. lvfodernAsian Studies 15:415-
454. 
Jamil, I. 1998. Transactional friction between NGOs and public agencies in Bangladesh: culture or dependency? 
Contemporary South Asia 7:43-69. 
Jansen, E., A. Dolman, J, A. M. Jerve, and N. Rahman. Editors. 1994. The Country Boats of Bangladesh: Social and 
Economic Development and Decision-making in Inland Water Transport. Dhaka: Universi ty Press Limited. 
Jansen, W. 1995 . "Widows in Islam," in Between Poverty and the Pyre: Moments in the history of widowhood. Edited 
by J. Bremmer and V. A. van den Bijlert, pp. 204-229. London and New York: Routledge. 
Jeffery, P. 1998. "Agency, Activism, and Agendas," in Appropriating Gender: Women's Activism and Political Religion 
in South Asia. Edited by P. Jeffery and A. Basu, pp. 221 -243. New York and London: Routledge. 
Jeffery, P ., and A. Basu. Editors. 1998. Appropriating Gender : Women's Activism and Politicized Religion in South 
Asia. New York and London: Routledge. 
Jeffrey, P. 1991. Frogs in the Well: Indian Women in Purdah. London: Zed Books. 
Jimeno, M. 2001. Violence and Social Life in Colombia. Critique of Anthropology 21:22 1-246 . 
Joseph, S. 1998. Comment on Maj id's "The Politics of Feminism in Islam": Critique of Politics and the Politics of 
Critique. Signs 23:363-369 . 
Juergensmeyer, M. 1996. "Hindu Nationalism and Human Rights," in Religious Diversity and Human Rights . Edited by 
I. Bloom, J.P . Martin, and W. Proudfoot, pp. 243 -261. New York: Universi ty of Columbia Press . 
Kabeer, N. 1989. The Questfor National Identity: women, Islam and the state in Bangladesh. Brighton, UK: Institute 
of Development Stud ies at the University of Sussex. 
-. 1991. "The Quest for ational Identity : Women, Islam and the State of Bangladesh," in Women, Islam and the State . 
Edited by D. Kandiyoti, pp. 115-143 . London: Macmillan. 
300 
-. 1992. Triple roles, gender roles, social relations: the political sub-text of gender training. Brighton, UK: Institute of 
Development Studies. 
-. 1994. Reversed realities: gender hierarchies in development thought. London and New York: Verso. 
Kakar, S. 1986. Culture and Self: Asian and Western Perspectives. American Ethnologist 13:809-810. 
-. 1987. The Inner World: A Psycho-analy tic Study of Childhood and Society in India. Delhi and Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press. 
- . 1996. The Colors of Violence: Cultural Identities, religion, and Conflict. Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press. 
Kandiyoti, D. 1991a. "Introduction," in Women, Islam and the State. Edited by D. Kandiyoti, pp. 1-21. London: 
Macmillan. 
- . Editor. 1991 b. Women, Islam and the State. London: Macmillan. 
Kapferer, 8 . 1976. Transaction and lvfeaning: Directions in the Anthropology of Exchange and Sy mbolic Behavior. 
Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues. 
Karim, A. K. tv'L R.2001. Urban Decentralization and Sustainable Development in Bangladesh. Social Action 2: 1,4. 
Karim, L. 1998. Pushed to the margins: Adivasi people in Bangladesh and the case ofKalpana Chakma. Contemporary 
South Asia 7:301-316. 
Karlekar, M. 1991. Voices from within: early personal narratives of Bengali women. Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
Kashima, Y. 2000. Conceptions of Culture and Person for Psychology. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 31: 14-32. 
Katrak, K. H. 1992. "Indian Nationalism, Gandhian "Satyagraha" and Representations of Female Sexuality," in 
Nationalities and Sexualities. Edited by A. Parker, M. Russo, D. Sommer, and P. Yaeger, pp. 395-406. New 
York and London: Routledge. 
Khan, A. A.-M. 1982. Rural-Urban Migration and Urbanization in Bangladesh. Geographical Review 72:379-394. 
Khan, M. W. 1995. Woman Between Islam and Western Society. New Delhi: The Islamic Centre. 
Khan, S., and S. Akter. 2001. Self-dependence: The Dream They Cherish for Living. Social Action 2:2. 
Khan, S. H. 1986. "Voluntarism versus Governmentalism: Rural Development at a Crossroad in Bangladesh," in 
Women, Development, Devotionalism: Bengal Studies 1985. Edited by J.P. Thorp, pp. 119-128. East Lansing, 
Michigan: Asian Studies Center, Michigan State University. 
- . 1998. Muslim Women: Negotiations in the Third Space. Signs 23:463-494. 
Khander, S., H. A. Samad, and Z. H. Khan. 1998. Income and Employment Effects of Micro-credit Programmes: 
Village-level Evidence from Bangladesh. The Journal of Development Studies 35:96-124. 
Khare, R. S. 1971. Home and Office: Some trends of Modernization among the Kanya-Kubja Brahmins. Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 13: 196-216. 
- . 1976. The Hindu hearth and home. New Delhi: Vikas . 
Kilminster, R., and I. Varcoe. Editors. 1996. Culture, Modernity and Revolution: Essays in Honour of Zygmunt 
Bauman. New York: Routledge. 
Kim, U., Y.-S. Park, and D. Park. 2000. The Challenge of Cross-Cultural Psychology. Journal a/Cross-Cultural 
Psychology 31 :63-75. 
Kochanek, S. A. 1996. The Rise ofinterest Politics in Bangladesh. Asian Survey 36:704-722. 
-. 1998 . Bangladesh in 1997: The Honeymoon Is Over. Asian Survey 38:135-141. 
Kolenda, P. M. 1968. "Region, Caste, and Fan1ily Structure: A Comparative Study of the Indian "Joint" Family," in 
Structure and Change in Indian Society. Edited by NL Singer and B. S. Cohn, pp. 339-396. Chicago: Aldine· 
Publishing Company. 
Kondos, V. 1998. A Piece on Justice: Some Reactions to Dumont's Homo Hierarchus. South Asia xxi:33-47. 
Korom, F. J. 2001. Eloquence in Trouble: The Poetics and politics of complaint in Rural Bangladesh. American 
Ethnologist 28:731-732. 
Kotalova, J. 1993. Belonging to others: cultural construction of womanhood among A1uslims in a village in Bangladesh. 
Uppsala, Sweden: Academiae Ubsaliensis. 
Kracke, W. 1987. Encounter With Other Cultures: Psychological and Epistemological Aspects. Ethos 15 :58-81. 
Krishna Raj , NL, K. Chanana, and R. B. Inden. 1989. Gender and the household domain: social and cultural 
dimensions. New Delhi and Newbury Park, Califomia: ·Sage Publications. 
Kumar, N. Editor. 1994. Women as Subjects : South Asian Histories. Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia. 
Kurin, R. 1988. "The Culture of Ethnicity in Pakistan," in Shari'at and Ambiguity in South Asian Islam. Edited by K. P. 
Ewing, pp. 220-247. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Kurzman, C. Editor. 1998. Liberal Islam: A Sourcebook. New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Lahiri-Dutt, K. , and P. Sil. 2004. Beyond the boundary: middle-class women in income-generating activities in 
Burdwan, India. Contemporary South Asia 13:257-272. 
Larnbek, NL , and J. S. Solway.2001. Just Anger: Scenarios in Indignation in Botswana and Madagascar. Ethnos 66 :49-
72 . 
Lee, B., and E . LiPuma. 2002. Cultures of Circulation: the Imaginations ofNfodernity. Public Culture 14:191-213. 
Lewis, R. 1996. Gendering Orientalism: Race, Femininity, and Representation. Gender, racism, ethnicity series. 
London: Routledge. 
Liddle, J. , and R. Joshi. 1986. Daughters of Independence: Gender, Caste and Class in India. London and New Delhi : 
Zed Books. 
Lindenbaum, S. 1981. Implications for Women of Changing MatTiage Transactions in Bangladesh. Studies in Family 
Planning 12:394-401. 
Lister, S. 2003. NGO Legitimacy: Technical Issue or Social Construct? Critique of Anthropology 23: 175-192. 
Litfin, K. T. 1997. Sovereignty in World Ecopolitics. lvfershon International Studies Review 41: 167-204. 
301 
Little, D. , A. Sachedina, and J. Kelsay. 1996. "Human Rights and The World's Religions: Christiani ty, Islam and 
Religious Liberty," in Religious Diversity and Human Rights. Edited by I. Bloom, J.P. Martin, and W. 
Proudfoot, pp. 213-239. New York: University of Columbia Press. 
Loftsdottir, K. 2002. Never forgetting? Gender and racial-ethnic identity during fieldwork. Social Anthropology l 0:303-
317. 
Lutz, C. 1995 . "Commentary: Martha C Nussbaum: Emotions and Women's Capabilities," in Women, Culture, and 
Development: A Study of Human Capabilities. Edited by M. C. Nussbaum and J. Glover, pp. 396-400. 
Oxford: The Clarendon Press. 
Mahtab, . 1989. "Health Education and Nutrition of Rural Women in Bangladesh: The Household Interface," in 
Gender and The Household Domain: Social and Cultural Dimensions. Edited by M. Krishna Raj and K. 
Chanana, pp. 207-232. New Delhi, Newbury Park and London: Sage publications. 
Majid, A. 1998. The Politics of Feminism in Islam. Signs 23:322-361. 
Malik, M. 1997. "Ethnicity and Islamic Nfodemization," in Abrahamic Faiths, Ethnicity and Ethnic Conflicts. Edited by 
P. Peachey, G. F. McLean, and J. Kromkowski, pp. 59-76. Washington, D.C.: The Council for Research in 
Values and Philosophy. 
Mamoon, j\;[. 1996. The Festivals of Bangladesh. Dhaka: The University Press Limited. 
Maniruzzaman, T. 1975. Bangladesh: An Unfinished Revolution? Journal of Asian Studies 34:891 -911. 
Marcus, G. E. 1995. Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography. Annual Review 
of Anthropology 24:95-117. 
Marcus, G. E. , and D. Cushman. 1982. Ethnographies as Texts. Annual Review of Anthropology 11 :25 -69. 
Markus, H. R., and S. Kitayama. 1991. Culture and the Self: Implications for Cognition, Emotion and Motivation. 
Psychological Review 98:224-253. 
Marriott, M. 1968 . "Caste Ranking and Food transactions: A Matrix Analysis," in Structure and Change in Indian 
Society. Edited by M. Singer and B. S. Cohn, pp. 133-17 1. Chicago: Aldine. 
-. 1976. "Hindu Transactions: Diversity vVithout Dualism," in Directions in the Anthropology of Exchange and 
Symbolic Behavior. Edited by B. Kapferer, pp. 109-142. Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of Human Issues. 
Marsella, A. J. , J. Dubanoski, W. C. Hamada, and H. Nlorse. 2000. The Measurement of Personality Across Cultures: 
Historical, Conceptual, and methodological Issues and Considerations . American Behavioral Scientist 44:41-
62. 
Masselos, J. 1972. Nationalism on the Indian subcontinent: an introductory history. Melbourne: Thomas Nelson. 
Mayer, A. E. 1998. Comments on Maj id's "The Politics of Feminism in Islam". Signs 23:369-377. 
McCall, C. 1990. Concepts of person: an analysis of concepts of person, self, and human being. Aldershot, UK, and 
Brookfield USA: Gower Publications. 
McCrae, R., R. 2000. Trait Psychology and the Revival of Personality and Culture Studies. American Behavioral 
Scientist 44: 10-31. 
McDowell , A. 1996. "Feminist Theory, and Social Science," in Bodyspace: Destabilizing geographies of gender and 
sexuality. Edited by N. Duncan, pp. 13-27. London: Routledge. 
McGilvray, D. B. Editor. 1982a. Caste Ideology and Interacd:: . Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press. 
-. 1982b. "Mukkuvar vannimai: Tamil caste and matriclan ict ,·:.) logy in Batticaloa, Sri Lanka," in Caste Ideology and 
Interaction . Edited by D. B. McGilvray, pp. 34-97 . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Mc Hugh, E. L. 1989. Concepts of the Person among the Gurungs of Nepal. American Ethnologist 16:75-86. 
McNall, S. G., R. F. Levine, and R. Fantasia. Editors . 1991. Bringing Class Back In: Contemporary and Historical 
Perspectives. Boulder: Westview Press. 
Mehta, R. 1982. "Purdah Among the Oswals of Mehar," in Separate Worlds : Studies of Purdah in South Asia. Edited by 
H. Papanek and G. Minault, pp. 139-163. Delhi: Chanakya Publications. 
Nlelman, B. 1996. "Transparent Veils: Western Women Dis-Orient the East," in The Geography of Identity. Edited by P. 
Yaeger, pp. 433-465. Ann Arbor: The University ofMichigan Press. 
Menon, R. 2003. Freedom Unfinished: Fundamentalism and Popular Resistance in Bangladesh Today. The Journal of 
Asian Studies 62:685. 
Memissi, F. 1987. Beyond the veil: male-female dynamics in modern Muslim society. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press. 
Metcalf, B. D. 1990. Perfecting women: Maulana Ashraf *Ali Thanawi's Bihishti Zewar: a partial translation with 
commentary. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
-. 1995. Presidential Address: Too Little and Too Much: Reflections on Nluslims in the History ofindia. Journal of 
South Asian Studies 54:951-967. 
-. 1998 . "Women and Men in a Contemporary Pietist Movement: The Case of the Tablighi Jama'at," in Appropriating 
Gender: Women's Activism and Political religion in South Asia. Edited by P. Jeffery and A. Basu, pp. 107-
121. ew York and London: Routledge. 
Miller, K. A. 1984. The Effects of Industrialization on Men's Attitudes toward the Extended Family and Women's 
Rights: A Cross-National Study. Journal of J\1arriage and the Family 46 : 153-160. 
Minault, G. 1981a. The Extended Family: women and political participation in India and Pakistan. Delhi: Chanakya 
Publications. 1\ I 
-. 1981 b. "Introduction: The Extended Family as Metaphor and The Expansion of Women's Realm," in The Extended 
Family: Women and political participation in India and Pakistan. Edited by G. Minault, pp. 3-18 . Delhi: \ 
Chanakya Publications. 
- . 1982. TheKhilafat movement: religious symbolism and political mobilization in India. New York: Columbia 
University Press. 
302 
ivlines, M. 1988. Conceptualizing the Person: Hierarchical Society and Individual Autonomy in India. American 
Anthropologist 90:S68-S79. 
-. 1992. Individuality and Achievement in South Indian Social History . lvfodern Asian Studies 26:129-1 S6. 
Mintz, S. W., and C. Du Bois. 2002. The anthropology of food and eating. Annual Review of Anthropology 31 :99-119. 
Mitra, S. K. 1995 . The Rational Politics of Cultural Nationalism: Subnational Movements of South Asia in Comparative 
Perspective. British Journal of Political Science 25:55-77. 
Molla, M. K. U. 1986. "Women's Education in Early Twentieth Century Eastern Bengal," in Women, Development, 
Devotionalism, Nationalism: Bengal Studies I 985. Edited by J. P. Thorp, pp. 41-48. East Lansing, iviichigan: 
Asian Studies Center, Michigan State University. 
Moore, H. L. 1988. Feminism and Anthropology. Feminist Perspectives. Cambridge: Polity. 
- . 1993. "The differences within and the differences between," in Gendered Anthropology. Edited by T. del Valle, pp. 
193-204. London and New York: Routledge. 
-. 1994. A Passion for Difference: Essays in Anthropology and Gender. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
-. Editor. 1996. The future of anthropological knowledge. The uses of knowledge. London and New York: Routledge. 
Mukherjee, S. N. 1973 . "A Note on the Author: Manik Bandopadhyaya," in Padma River Boatman, pp. ix-xii. St Lucia: 
Queensland: University of Queensland Press. 
iv[urshid, T. ivI. 1995. Democracy in Bangladesh: illusion or reality. Contemporary South Asia 4: 193-214. 
Murti, T. R. V. 1980. The Central Philosophy of Buddhism. London: Unwin Paperbacks. 
Nachowitz, T. 1990. An alternative directory of non-governmental organizations in South Asia, Rev. edition. Syracuse, 
N.Y: Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs Syracuse University. 
Naipaul, V. S. 1968. An area of darkness. Middlesex: Penguin Books. 
-. 1982. Among the Believers: An Islamic Journey, 1st edition. Middlesex: Penguin Books. 
-. 1999. Beyond Belief Islamic Excursions Among the Converted Peoples . London: Abacus. 
Narasimhan, C. V. T. 1998 (revised version) . The lvfahabharata. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Nasrin, T. 1994. La1ja (Shame). New Delhi: Penguin Books India. 
Nicholas, R. W. 1995. "The Effectiveness of the Hindu Sacrament (Samskara): Caste, Marriage, and Divorce in Bengali 
Culture," in From the Margins of Hindu Nfarriage: Essays on Gender, Religion, and Culture. Edited by L. 
Harlan and P. B. Courtright, pp. 137-159. New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Nussbaum, M. C. 1995a. "Emotions and Women's Capabilities," in Women, Culture, and Development: A Study of 
Human Capabilities. Edited by ivI. C. Nussbaum and J. Glover, pp. 360-395. Oxford: The Clarendon Press. 
-. 1995b. "Introduction," in Women, Culture, and Development: A Study of Human Capabilities. Edited by ivI. C. 
Nussbaum and J. Glover, pp . 1-33. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
- . 2000. Women and human development: the capabilities approach. The John Robert Seeley lectures. Cambridge UK 
and New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Nussbaum, ivI. C., and J. Glover. 1995. Women, culture, and development: a study of human capabilities. Oxford and 
New York: The Clarendon Press. 
O'Flaherty, W. D., and D. M. Derrett. Editors. 1978. The concept of duty in South Asia. Delhi: Vikas Publishing House. 
Oldenburg, P. 1985. "A Place Insuffi ciently Imagined": Language, Belief, and the Pakistan Crisis of 1971. Journal of 
Asian Studies 44:711 -733. 
Ortner, S. B. 1995. Resistance and the Problem of Ethnographic Refusal. Comparative Studies in Society and History 
37:173-1 93. 
bstor, A. 1984. Culture and power: legend, ritual, bazaar, and rebellion in a Bengali society. New Delhi and Beverly 
Hills: Sage Publications. 
Pandya, V. 2000. Making of the Other: Vignettes of Violence in Andamese Culture. Critique of Anthropology 20:359-
391. 
Papanek, H. 1982a. "Purdah in Pakistan: Seclusion and Modem Occupation for Women," in Separate Worlds: Studies 
of Purdah in South Asia. Edited by H. a. M. Papanek, G, pp. 190-216. Delhi: Chanakya Publications. 
-. 1982b. "Purdah: Separate Worlds and Symbolic Shelter," in Separate Worlds: Studies of Purdah in South Asia. 
Edited by H. a. M. Papanek, G, pp. 3-53. Delhi: Chanakya Publications. 
- . 1988. "Afterword: Caging the Lion: A Fable for Our Time," in Sultana's Dream and Selections fro m The Secluded 
Ones. Edited by R. Jahan, pp. 58-85. New York: Feminist Press. · 
- . 1989. "Family Status-Production Work: Women's Contribution to Social Mobility and Class Differentiation," in 
Gender and the Household Domain: Social and Cultural Dimensions. Edited by M. Krishna Raj, pp. 97-116. 
New Delhi, Newbury Park and London: Sage Publications. 
Papanek, H., and G. iviinault. Editors. 1982. Separate Worlds: Studies of Purdah in South Asia. Delhi: Chanakya 
Publications. 
Parker, A., ivI. Russo, D. Sommer, and P . Yaeger. Editors. 1992. Nationalities and Sexualities. New York and London: 
Routledge. 
Pastner, S. L. 1988. "Sardar, Hakom, Pir: Leadership among Pakistani Baluch," in Shari'at and Ambiguity in South 
Asian Islam. Edited by K. P. Ewing, pp. 164-179. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Patel, S. 1998. The Nostalgia for the Village: M.N.Srinivas and the Making of Indian Social Anthropology. South Asia 
xxi: 49-61. 
Paul, B. K. 1992. Female Activity Space in Rural Bangladesh. Geographical Review 82: 1-12. 
Peachey, P. , G. F. McLean, and J. Kromkowski. 1997. Abrahamicfaiths, ethnicity and ethnic conflicts. Cultural 
heritage and contempora,y change. Series I, Culture and Values vol. 7. Washington, D.C. : Council for 
Research in Values and Philosophy. 
Peacock, J. L., and D. C. Holland. 1993 . The Narrated Life: Life Stories in Process. Ethos 21 :367-383 . 
303 
Pels, P. 1997 The Anthropology of Colonialism: Culture, History, and the Emergence of Western Governmentality. 
Annual review of Anthropology 26: 168-83. 
Pitt, M. M., and S. R. Khander. 1998. The Impact of Group-Based Credit Programs on Poor Households in Bangladesh: 
Does the Gender of Participants Nfatter? Journal of Political Economy 106:958-996. 
Prakash, G. 1992. Science "Gone Native" in Colonial India. Representations 0: 153-178. 
Prindle, C. 1988 . "Occupation and Orthoprax.y in Bengali lviuslim Rank," in Shari'at and Ambiguity in South Asian 
Islam. Edited by K. P. Ewing, pp. 259-287. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Procida, NL A. 2001 . Good Sports and Right Sorts: Guns, Gender, and Imperialism in British India. The Journal of 
British Studies 40:454-488. 
Quadir, F. 2000. The political economy of pro-market reforms in Bangladesh: Regime consolidation through economic 
liberalization? Contemporary South Asia 9: 197-212. 
Quigley, D. 1998. The Hierarchy Trap. Current Anthropology 39:289-291. 
Radhakrishana, R. 1992. "Nationalism, Gender, and the Narrative of Identity," in Nationalities and Sexualities. Edited 
by A. Parker, M. Russo, D. Sommer, and P. Yaeger, pp. 77-95. New York and London: Routledge. 
Radice, W. 1994. Bengali: A Complete Course for Beginners. London: Houghton. 
- . 2001. Jvlyths and Legends of India. London: The Folio Society. 
Rahman, A. A., S. Huq, R. Haider, and E.G. Jansen. Editors. 1994. Environment and Development in Bangladesh 
Volume One and Two. Dhaka: University Press Limited. 
Rahman, F. 1998. "Islam and Modernity," in Liberal Islam: A Sourcebook. Edited by C. Kurzman, pp. 304-318. New 
York and London: Oxford University Press. 
Rahman, M.A. 2001. Youth in Bangladesh. Social Action 2: 1,8. 
Raju, S. 1993. "Introduction," in Women and Work in South Asia: Regional Patterns and Perspectives . Edited by S. 
Raju and D . Bagchi, pp. 1-36. London and New York: Routledge. 
Raju, S., and D. Bagchi. 1993a. "In Sum and Looking Beyond: Suggestions for Future Research," in Women and Work 
in South Asia: Regional Patterns and Perspectives. Edited by S. Raju and D. Bagchi, pp. 239-251. London 
and New York: Routledge. 
-. 1993 b. Women and Work in South Asia.: Regional Patterns and Perspectives. London and New York: Routledge. 
Rashiduzzaman, M. 1994. The Liberals and the Religious Right in Bangladesh. Asian Survey 34:974-990. 
-. 1997. Political Unrest and Democracy in Bangladesh. Asian Survey 37:254-268. 
Ray, R. 1987. The Changing _Fortunes of the Bengali Gentry under Colonial Rule ... Pal Chaudhuris ofMahesganj. 
Jvlodern Asian Studies 21:511-519.. · . 
/ Ray, R. K. 1995. Asian Capital in the Age of European Domination: The Rise of the Bazaar, 1800-1914. Modern Asian 
Studies 29:449-554. 
Rehman, S. 2000. "The Future of SAARC: Towards Building a South Asian Community," in Economic Liberalisation 
and Institutional Reforms in South Asia. Edited by D. Dutta, pp. 15-41. New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers and 
Distributors. 
Riddett, L.A. 1995. "Think Again": Communities which Lose Their Memory: The Construction of History in Settler 
Societies. Journal of Australian Studies: 38-4 7. 
- . 1998. "A Bag of Lollies: Children as Mediators in the Nor1;,1:m Territory," in Connection and Disconnection: 
Encounters between settlers and Indigenous people in the Northern Territory. Edited by T. Austin and S. 
Parry, pp. 155-176. Darwin: Northern Territory University Press. 
-. 2000. Christmas Day in Chittagong. Overland 158:98-100. 
-. 2003. Problems with Belief. Eureka Street 13:53-54. 
Robert, D. L. 1996. American Women in J'.lfission: A Social History of Their Thought and Practice. Macon: Mercer 
University Press. 
Robinson, A. 1991a. "Introduction," in My Reminiscences . Edited by R. Tagore. London: Papermac. 
-. 1997a. Satyajit Ray: The Inner Eye. Calcutta: Rupa & Co. 
Robinson, F. 1979. "Islam and I\tlus lim Separatism," in Political Identity in South Asia. Edited by D. Taylor and M. 
Yapp, pp. 78-112. London and Dublin: Curzon. 
-. 1991b. Atlas of the Islamic World. Amsterdam: Time-Life Books. 
- . Editor. 1996. The Cambridge Illustrated History of the Islamic World. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press. 
-. 1997b. Religious change and the self in Muslim South Asia since 1800. South Asia xx: 1-15. 
Rolt, F. 1991. On The Brink in Bengal. London: John Murray. 
Rosselli, J. 1980. The Self-Image of Effeteness: Physical Education and Nationalism in Nineteenth-Century Bengal. 
Past and Present 86:121-148. 
Roy, A. 1996. Islam in South Asia: a regional perspective. New Delhi: South Asian Publishers. 
Roy, M. 1992. Bengali Women. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Rozario, S. 1992. Purity and communal boundaries: women and social change in a Bangladeshi village. London: Zed. 
Ruud, A. E. 1994. Land and Power: The Marxist Conquest of Rural Bengal. Jvfodern Asian Studies 28:357-380. 
Said, E.W. 1994. Culture and Imperialism. New York: Vintage. 
Sarkar, B. 1992. The World of Satyajit Ray. New Delhi: UBS Publishers' Distributors . 
Sassen, S. 2000. Spatialities and Temporalities of the Global: Elements for a Theorization. Public Culture 12:215-232. 
Sathyammihy, T. V. 1979. "Language, Religion and Political Economy: The Case of Bangladesh," in Political Identity 
in South Asia. Edited by D. Taylor and M. Yapp, pp. 214-242. London and Dublin: Curzon. 
Sattar, A. 1983. In the Sylvan Shadows. Dhaka: Bangla Academy. 
304 
Schneider, D. M. 1980 (2nd edition). American Kinship: A Cultural Account. Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press. 
Sen, A. 1995. "Gender Inequalities and Theories of Justice," in Women, Culture, and Development. Edited by NL C. 
Nussbaum and J. Glover, pp. 259-273. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
Sengupta, K. Editor. 2001. Life and Livelihoods of the Fishing Communities of Bangladesh: A Pictorial Representation. 
Chittagong: CODEC. 
Seth, V. 1993. A Suitable Boy. London: Phoenix House. 
Shaheed, F. 1994. Controlled or Autonomous: Identity and the Experiences of the Network: Women Living under 
Muslim Laws. Signs 19:997-1019. 
Sharma, U. 1978. Women and Their Affines: The Veil as a Symbol of Separation. Man 13:218-233. 
-. 1986. Women's work, class, and the urban household: a study of Shimla, North India. London and New York: 
Tavistock Publications. 
Shehabuddin, E. 1999a. Beware the bed of fire: Gender, democracy, and the Jamaat_i_ Islami in Bangladesh. Journal of 
Women's History 10:148-171. 
-. 1999b. Contesting the Illicit: Gender and The Politics of Fatwas in Bangladesh. Signs 24:1012-1044. 
Shehabuddin, K. M. 2001. Bangladesh: Journey towards sonar Bangla. International Journal of Commerce and 
A1anagement 11 :40-49. 
__ .,,. 
,c;..._ .. 
Shore, C., and S. Nugent. 2002. Elite cultures: anthropological perspectives. London and New York: Routledge. 
Siddiqi, D. M. 1998. "Taslima Nasrin and Others: The Contest over Gender in Bangladesh," in Women in J\;Juslim 
Societies: Diversity within Unity. Edited by H. L. Bodman and N. E. Tohidi, pp. 205-225. Boulder: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers. 
Sillitoe, P. 1998. The Development of Indigenous Knowledge: A New Applied Anthropology. Current Anthropology 
39:223-252. 
Silvestri, M. 2000. "The Sinn Fein of India": Irish Nationalism and the Policing of Revolutionary Terrorism in Bengal. 
The Journal of British Studies 39:454-486 . 
Simmons, R., R. Mita, and M.A. Koenig. 1992. Employment in Family Planning and Women's Status in Bangladesh. 
Studies in Family Planning 23:97-109. 
Sims, H. 1991. "Western Models, Indian Women: The Legacy of Foreign Aid," in Bridging Worlds: Studies on Women 
in South Asia. Edited by S. J. Sutherland, pp. 225 -243. Berkeley: University of California. 
Singer, M. 1968. "The Indian Joint Family in Modem Industry," in Structure and Change in Indian Society. Edited by 
M. Singer and B. S. Cohn, pp. 423-452. Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company. 
-. 1972. When a Great Tradition Modernizes: An Anthropological Approach to Indian Civilization. New York, 
Washington, London: Praeger Publications. 
Singer, M., and B. S. Cohn. Editors. 1968. Structure and Change in Indian Society. Chicago: Aldine Publishing 
Company. 
Sinha, A. 1991. "'Women's Local Space: Home and Neighbourhood," in Bridging Worlds: Studies on Women in South 
Asia. Edited by S. J. Sutherland, pp. 203-224. Berkeley: University of California. 
Sinha, M. 2001. Britishness, Clubbability, and the Colonial Public Sphere: The Genealogy of an Imperial Institution in 
Colonial India. The Journal of British Studies 40:489-521 . 
Sobhan, R. 1982. The crisis of external dependence: the political economy of foreign aid to Bangladesh. London and 
Dhaka: Zed Press and University Press Limited. 
Sokefeld, M. 1999. Debating Self, Identity, and Culture in Anthropo logy. Current Anthropology 40:417-447. 
Southard, B. 1984. Bengal Women's Education League: Pressure Group and Professional Association. J\;fodern Asian 
Studies 18:55-88. 
Spacks, P. M. 1986. Gossip. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press. 
Sparke, M. 1996. "Displacing the field in fieldwork: Masculinity, metaphor and space," in Bodyspace: destabilizing 
geographies of gender and sexuality. Edited by N. Duncan, pp. 212-233. London: Routledge. 
Spelman, E. 2000. "How do they see you?" in London Revievv of Books, pp. 11-13. 
Strasser, S., and R. Kronstein. 1993. "Impure or fertile? Two essays on the crossing of frontiers through anthropology 
and feminism," in Gendered Anthropology. Edited by T. del Valle, pp. 162-192. London and New York: 
Routledge. 
Strathern, M. 1988. The Gender of the Gift: Problems with women and problems with society in Melanesia. Studies in 
lvfelanesian Anthropology; 6. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
-. 1995a. "The nice thing about culture is that everyone has it," in Shifting Contexts: Transformations in 
Anthropological Knowledge. Edited by M. Strathern. London and New York: Routledge. 
-. 1995b. Shifting Contexts: Transformations in Anthropological Knowledge. The uses of knowledge. London and New 
York: Routledge. 
Subrahmanyam, S. 1988. Persians, Pilgrims and P01tuguese: The Travails of Masulipatnam Shipping in the Western 
Indian Ocean, 1590-1665. Modern Asian Studies 22:503-530. 
-. 1995. Oflmarat and TUarat: Asian Nierchants and State Power in the Western Indian Ocean, 1400 to 1750. 
Comparative Studies in Society and Histo,y 37:750-780. 
Sullivan, S. 2003. Frontline(s). ephemera 3:68-89. 
Sutherland, S. J. Editor. 1991 a. Bridging worlds: studies on women in South Asia. Berkeley, Calif: Distributed by 
Centers for South and Southeast Asia Studies International and Area Studies University of California at 
Berkeley. 
-. 1991b. "Introduction: Bridging Worlds: Studies on Women in South Asia," in Bridging Worlds: Studies on Women 
in South Asia. Edited by S. J. Sutherland, pp. 3-19. Berkley: University of California Press. 
305 
Swain, A. 1996. Displacing the Conflict: Environmental Destruction in Bangladesh and Ethnic Conflict in India. 
Journal of Peace Research 33: 189-204. 
Tagore (Thakur), R. 1960. Wings of Death. London: John Murray. 
-. 1961. Reminiscences. London: Macmillan. 
-. 1964. Two Sisters [Dui ban}. Calcutta: Visva-Bharati. 
-. 1985. The Home and the World. Harmondsworth, UK and New York: Penguin. 
-. 1990a. "Haimanti," in Of Women, Outcastes, Peasants, and Rebels: A Selection of Bengali Short Stories. Edited by 
K. Bardhan, pp. 84-95. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press. 
- . 1990b. "Letter from a wife," in Of Women, Outcastes, Peasants, and Rebels: A Selection of Bengali Short Stories. 
Edited by K. Bardhan, pp. 96-109. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press. 
-. 1993 (Revised Edition). Selected Poems. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Limited. 
Tagore (Thakur),' R., and W. B. Yeats. 1971. Gitanjali: song offerings, a collection of prose translations made by the 
author from the original Bengali. New York: Macmillan. 
Talbot, C. 1995. Inscribing the Other, Inscribing the Self: Hindu-Nluslim Identities in Pre-Colonial India. Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 37:692-722. 
Tambiah, S. J. 1992. Buddhism Betrayed? Religion, Politics and Violence in Sri Lanka. Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press. 
Taylor, C. 1989. Sources of the self: the making of the modern identity. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press. 
2001a. "Two Theories of Modernity", in Alternative Modernities. Edited by D.P. Gaonkar, ppl 72-196. Durham and 
London: Duke University Press. 
-. 2002. Modern Social Imaginaries. Public Culture 14:91-124. 
Taylor, D . D. , and M. Yapp. 1979. Political Identity in South Asia. London: Curzon Press. 
Taylor, P. 2001. Fragments of the present: searching/or modernity in Vietnam's south. St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & 
Unwin. 
Tharoor, S. 1989. The Great Indian Novel, 1st U.S. edition. New York: Arcade Publishers. 
Thomas, R. G. C. 1996. Democracy, Security, and Development in India. New York: St Martin's Press. 
Thompson, M. R. 2002/2003. Female leadership of democratic transitions in Asia. Paci.fie Affairs 75:535-555. 
Thornton, A., and T. E. Fricke. 1987. Social Change and the Family: Comparative Perspectives from the West, China, 
and South Asia. Sociological Forum 2:746-779. · 
Thorp, J.P., and A. S. Abdul:-Quader. 1986. Women, development, devotionalism, nationalism: Bengal studies 1985. 
East Lansing, Niich.: Asian Studies Center Niichigan State University. 
Tolen, R. 2000. "Transfers of Knowledge and Privileged Spheres of Practice: Servants and Employers in a Niadras 
Railway Colony," in Home and Hegemony: Domestic Service and Identity Politics in South and Southeast 
Asia. Edited by K. NL Adams and S. Dickey, pp. 63-86. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press. 
Tomlinson, B. R. 1981. Colonial Firms and the Decline of Colonialism in Eastern India 1914-47. lvfodern Asian Studies 
15 :455-486. 
Van Bijlert, V. A. 1999. "Nationalism and Violence in Coloni;:il India: 1880-1910," in Violence Denied: Violence, Non-
Violence and the Rationalization of Violence in So 1.,r:- : Asian Cultural History. Edited by J.E. M. Houben and 
K. R. v. Kooij, pp. 317-339. Leiden: Brill. 
van der Veer, P. 1992. Playing or Praying: A Sufi Saint's Day in Surat. The Journal of Asian Studies 51:545-564. 
-. 2002. Religion in South Asia. Annual Review of Anthropology 31:173-187. 
van Schendel, W. Editor. 1992a. Francis Buchanan in Southeast Bengal (1798) His Journey to Chittagong, the 
Chittagong Hill Tracts, Noakhali and Camilla. Dhaka: University Press Limited. 
-. 1992b. The Invention of the 'Jummas' : State Formation and Ethnicity in Southeastern Bangladesh. Modern Asian 
Studies 26:95-128. 
- . 2002. Stateless in South Asia: The making of the India-Bangladesh enclaves. The Journal of Asian Studies 61: 115-
147. 
Vanaik, A. 1990. The Painful Transition: Bourgeois Democracy in India. London and New York: Verso. 
Vansina, J. 1985. Oral tradition as history. Madison, Wis: University ofvVisconsin Press. 
Varma, P . K. 1998. The Great Indian Nfiddle Class. Delhi: Penguin Books. 
Vatuk, S. 1982. "Purdah revisited: A Comparison of Hindu and Muslim Interpretations of the Cultural Meaning of 
Purdah in South Asia," in Separate Worlds: Studies of Purdah in South Asia. Edited by H. Papanek and G. 
Minault, pp. 54-78. Delhi: Chanakya Publications. 
Verma, R.R. 1995. "Femininity, Equality, and personhood," in Women, Culture, and Development: A Study of Human 
Capabilities. Edited by NL C. Nussbaum and J. Glover, pp. 433-443. Oxford: The Clarendon Press. 
Vicziany, NL 1986. Imperialism, Botany and Statistics in Early Nineteenth-Century India: The Surveys of Francis 
Buchanan (1762-1829). Modern Asian Studies 20:625-660. 
Viswanathan, G. 1998. Outside the Fold Conversion, .i\1odernity, and Belief Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 
Wahid, A. 1999. The Grameen Bank and women in Bangladesh. Challenge 42:94-101. 
Walker, K. 1995. "Always There for Me": Friendship Patterns and Expectations among Middle- and Working-Class 
Men and Women. Sociological Forum 10:273-296. 
Walsh, J.E. 1997. What Women Learned When Nlen Gave Them Advice: Rewriting Patriarchy in Late-Nineteenth-
Century Bengal. Journal of Asian Studies 56:641-677. 
Warner, M. 2002. Public and Counterpublics. Public Culture 14:49-90. 
Warraq, I. Editor. 1998. The Origins of the Koran: Classical Essays on Islam's Holy Book. New York: Prometheus 
Books. 
Weiss, W. A. 1990. Challenge to Authority: Bakhtin and Ethnographic Description. Cultural Anthropology 5:414-430. 
306 
Werbner, P. 1999. Global pathways. Working class cosmopolitans and the creation of transnational ethnic worlds. 
Social Anthropology 7: 17-35. 
White, H. 1990. Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism. Baltimore and London: The John Hopkins 
University Press. 
White, S. C. 1988. In the teeth of the crocodile: class and gender in rural Bangladesh. PhD, University of Bath. 
-. 1992. Arguing with the Crocodile: Gender and Class in Bangladesh. London: Zed Books. 
Whittaker, E. 1992. The Birth of the Anthropological Self and Its Career. Ethos 20:191 -219. 
Wilce, J.M. J. 1995. "I Can't Tell You All My Troubles": Conflict, Resistance, and Metacommunication in Bangladesh 
Illness Interactions. American Ethnologist 22:927-952. 
Wilson, S. M., and L. C. Peterson. 2002. The anthropology of online communities. Annual Review of Anthropology 
31 :449-467. 
Woods, L. T. 1995. Learning from NGO Proponents of Asia-Pacific Regionalism: Success and Its Lessons. Asian 
Survey 35:812-827. 
Yaeger, P. 1996a. The Geography of Identity. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press. 
-. 1996b. "Introduction: Nanating Space," in The Geography of Identity. Edited by P. Yaeger, pp. 1-38. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press. 
Yapp, M. 1979. "Language, Religion, and Political Identity: A Cultural Framework," in Political Identity in South Asia. 
Edited by D. Taylor and M. Yapp, pp. 1-34. London and Dublin: Curzon. 
Yun us, M. 1997. Empowerment of the Poor: Eliminating the apartheid practiced by financial institutions. The Humanist 
57:25-28. 
-. 1998. Poverty alleviation: Is economics any help? Lessons from the Grameen bank experience. Journal of 
International Affairs 52:47-65. 
Zacharias, U. 2001. Trial by Fire: Gender, Power, and Citizenship in NaITatives of the Nation. Social Text 19:29-51. 
Zafarullah, H. M. 1987. Public Administration in the First Decade of Bangladesh: Some Observations on Development 
and Trends. Asian Survey 27:459-476. 
Zaidi, S. M. H. 1970. The village culture in transition a study of East Pakistan rural society. 
Zaman, M. Q. 1991. Social Structure and Process in Char land Settlement in the Brahmaputra-Jamuna Floodplains. Nian 
26:673-690. 
307 
